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    This is a work of fiction based on the novels by English novelist Jane Austen. 
 
    Most of the characters, several events and a certain number of phrases in this story are from the works of Jane Austen. Some characters, as well as all other plot twists are products of the author’s imagination. Any similarities with real persons or events are therefore unintended. 
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    Foreword 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pride, prejudice, sense, sensibility, persuasion… It is with great finesse and a healthy dose of humour that Jane Austen analysed the various circumstances under which her characters developed. For each of her stories, she invented a little world that she delicately sculpted in meticulous detail, exposing how the landed gentry of her era lived and behaved. What she could not have foreseen is that one day, several of the characters in her novels would meet and intervene where they were not expected… Let us take a moment to reassure the author that they will not escape the destiny she had imagined for them. It is important to note that the true creator of this little world was and remains Jane Austen. From Longbourn to Pemberley is therefore nothing more than a simple tribute (yet another) to this collection of work that was the source of endless hours of joy to the person who took great pleasure in writing this book. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the start of this story, we find ourselves in Hertfordshire in 1810, and we are following the uncertainties of life in Longbourn. Specifically, we are preoccupied by the fact that when one has, as does Mrs. Bennet, five daughters to be married, who, as it were, have no dowry, there is good reason to make this one’s obsession. And this is the case for Mrs. Bennet, as it is for plenty of other mothers for whom competition is fierce, the marriage market being one of the most competitive there is.  
 
      
 
    The story opens in the midst of a melodrama: a new tenant has moved into the area. Naturally, he is rich, charming and a bachelor. He has even accepted an invitation to the ball that is about to take place. As the stakes are high, we can imagine the degree of speculation and strategies being plotted by many of the women of Meryton. It is at precisely this moment that our story begins. 
 
      
 
    However, it is important to point out that in stories such as this, the arrival of strangers, particularly if they are rich and unwed, is not without consequence on the fate of the women concerned. We will thus follow, closely and from afar, Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Kitty and Lydia Bennet, as well as several other characters who cross their paths and who put in their tuppence worth regarding the daily lives of civilised England.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    Autumn 1810 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter I 
 
      
 
      
 
    In which we must admit
that on occasion, Mrs. Bennet
can be right, particularly
with regards to the beauty 
 
    of her eldest daughter 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife. However little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on his first entering a neighbourhood, this truth is so well fixed in the minds of the surrounding families, that he is considered as the rightful property of some one or the other of their daughters. This is exactly how Mrs. Long, Mrs. Harrington, Lady Lucas and almost all the other women at this charming gathering viewed the situation. But it appeared that the one who was most fiercely convinced of this fact was Mrs. Bennet. It was entirely understandable; she was one of few who had five daughters to marry. She should therefore have been excused for her eagerness, considering that most of these ladies had only one or two daughters. This was clearly not the case, and, over the course of the entire evening, one could see many glances and little comments being exchanged, sometimes acrimoniously, between the different members of the fairer sex of all of Meryton. Fortunately, everyone indulged in the simple pleasure of gossip, for it seemed that Hertfordshire had never seen the likes in matters such as this. In any case, of this Mr. Bennet was quite certain. 
 
      
 
    ‘My dear sister, that is my nephew James whom you see over there. Mr. John Thorpe, one of his Oxford fellows, is with him. The latter came with his sister, the young woman to his right. Isn’t she pretty?’ asked Mrs. Philips. 
 
    ‘James Morland, I haven’t seen him in quite a while, he seems well educated. You must congratulate your sister-in-law on my behalf. I thought that Catherine was coming to stay?’ 
 
    ‘Oh! She shall be coming next week as planned. You will see her at your place. She wrote to tell me that she was pleased to be coming and that she can’t wait to see your daughters again.’ 
 
    ‘What is the name of this young woman whom James seemingly cannot let out of his sight?’ interrupted Mrs. Bennet. ‘I must confess that I do not at all like her manners. And you say that she is pretty. Not as much as my Jane, I’m sure!’ 
 
    ‘No, no, don’t worry yourself,’ reassured her sister, who, not having a daughter, was Mrs. Bennet’s strongest ally. ‘That is Miss Isabella Thorpe; we met her this afternoon when her brother came to join James at the house.’ 
 
    ‘If she arrived today, she will not have been able to be presented to the people of Netherfield,’ stated Mrs. Bennet, somewhat relieved but still keeping a close eye on the situation. ‘You know how Mr. Bennet enjoys tormenting me; he told me that he would not present himself to Mr. Bingley. ‘‘You therefore have no sympathy for my poor nerves’’ I told him, and do you know what he said in return? That I was mistaken and that he had the biggest respect for my nerves, for he has listened to me talk about my nerves for more than twenty years! What do you think about that?’ 
 
    Mrs. Philips smiled kindly, without answering. It must be noted that she did not really understand Thomas Bennet and did not really like the blend of sarcastic humour and reserve that were her sister’s husband’s key character traits. If twenty-three years were not enough for Fanny Bennet to understand her better half, then Mrs. Philips could disregard him; something that she had already been doing for quite some time. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Bennet was perhaps right in paying attention to the situation of Isabella Thorpe. In any case, she was not the only one watching her. Lydia and Kitty were unabashedly looking at her, making no attempt to hide their admiration, so impressed were they by her airs of a fashionable and self-confident young woman. 
 
    ‘Good heavens! I would love to look like Miss Thorpe! Did you see, Kitty, how lovely her dress is and how well she is coiffed, I am sure I’ve seen similar attire in La Belle Assemblée at Miss Watson’s!’ 
 
    ‘It’s true that she has a hint of something different. And it attracts the eye, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, the eyes of all the young men, and those of James Morland especially! We had better return to our friends, otherwise they will all end up under the spell of this new arrival,’ replied Lydia, a hint of envy in her voice, pulling her sister along. 
 
      
 
    The evening was in full swing. Charlotte had the distinct honour of being the first to be asked to dance by Mr. Bingley; this didn’t seem to bother anyone. It should be noted that the oldest of the Lucas, an utterly adequate young woman of almost twenty-seven, could not dream to rival the beauty of some other well-born young women. Naturally, Lady Lucas’s heart beat faster for a few moments, but a comment made by her friend Mrs. Long quickly brought her back to reality. The latter stated that everything here was a matter of etiquette: Sir Lucas had been the first to present himself at Netherfield Park and to invite Mr. Bingley to this gathering. 
 
    ‘In fact, I agree with you, my dear, it is in fact a basic matter of courtesy,’ whispered Mrs. Harrington in a condescending tone that poorly disguised her discomfiture; one of her daughters had spent part of the vigil conversing with Mary Bennet. 
 
      
 
    And now James Morland and his friends were being introduced to the new arrivals to Netherfield. What a stroke of bad luck! The tension in the room mounted. Mrs. Bennet, remembering the difficulty she’d had in asking her husband to pay Mr. Bingley a courtesy call, did not intend for this undertaking to remain in vain because of a brazen young woman who had appeared out of nowhere. On her part, her daughter Elizabeth, sitting near Charlotte Lucas, for the benefit of the latter, summarized the situation that had prevailed at Longbourn over the previous days. 
 
    ‘You will laugh, Charlotte, but after Father called in at Netherfield, we peppered him with questions about this Mr. Bingley, but we did not receive a single answer to satisfy our curiosity. And you know my mother well enough to guess at all the creativity she exhibited in her numerous tactics to break through the paternal defences. Well, Father succeeded in hedging, fending off all attacks!’ 
 
    ‘You should have come to visit me, Lizzy, we had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Bingley at Lucas Lodge. I would have painted a portrait for you that resembles him as closely as possible, but that is no longer necessary. What is your opinion, Jane?’ 
 
    ‘Oh! I must admit to being most impressed by the elegance of these people. Miss Bingley’s and her sister’s dresses are absolutely superb. Furthermore, they appear to me to be most accomplished. As for the gentlemen accompanying them, they seem so...’ 
 
    ‘My dear Jane, you wish to say that Mr. Hurst is of little interest, and that Mr. Bingley is distinguished looking, his manners most poised and natural. As for his friend, Mr. Darcy, he shows himself to be haughty and cold,’ finished her sister, with a laugh. 
 
    ‘Lizzy, you judge these people too hastily! You must first allow them the opportunity to make themselves better known, and we will then truly be able to appreciate them.’ 
 
    ‘Jane is right, let us allow our new neighbours time to get settled and to spend time with our families; there will be more than enough time later on to draw conclusions.’ 
 
    ‘How fitting that one of the subjects of our conversation should be heading towards us,’ Elizabeth interrupted gaily. ‘Jane, I do not believe I am mistaken in saying that you are the lucky chosen one.’ 
 
    And thus, the eldest of the Bennet sisters was led onto the dance floor on the arm of Charles Bingley, who appeared to only have eyes for his charming partner. In seeing this, Mrs. Bennet was unable to prevent herself from reminding her friends of the young man’s highly pleasing countenance as well as his distinguished air, his agreeable mannerisms and his annual income of at least four thousand pounds. 
 
      
 
    During this time, news swept through the assembly like wildfire. 
 
    ‘And so, this most elegant Mr. Darcy is from Derbyshire. How lucky we are to have been introduced to him!’ uttered Isabella Thorpe, following him with her gaze. 
 
    ‘You seem to forget, my little sister, that he has inherited a most enviable fortune!’ 
 
    ‘I have not forgotten, John, but you must know that this detail is, all things told, of little importance to me,’ she retorted, her tone clearly contradicting her words. 
 
    ‘Detail? How I would love to see this type of consideration as a mere detail, but alas, that is not the case.’ 
 
    ‘John, do not make such comments in the presence of Mr. Morland, you can see that you are putting him out of countenance.’ 
 
    In fact, James Morland found the exchange between brother and sister rather distasteful. His father, the pastor in Fullerton, had ensured that his children showed little inclination to gossip. However, his education had not taught James to be distrustful of the dangerous charms of certain young women. And thus, he was prepared to excuse anything that a pretty young woman such as Isabella Thorpe could say or do if she consented to show some interest in him. The latter would have given much to be on the arm of Mr. Darcy during the next dance, but he appeared to scorn any one not belonging to the closed circle of his acquaintances. She thus decided to accept James Morland’s offer and proceeded to the centre of the room under admiring glances. During this time, John Thorpe decided to take a gamble; he walked energetically towards Miss Bingley, bowed before her and asked her hand for a dance. The latter, under the pretext of suffering a mild malaise due to the heat, declined his offer and benefited from the opportunity to return to Mr. Darcy, who had retreated to a quieter part of the room. 
 
      
 
    ‘James does not appear overjoyed, that much is apparent from here,’ Kitty whispered to her sister. ‘We will have so much to tell Catherine when she comes to stay at Aunt Philips’! Look, that’s the sister of Mr. Robinson, on the arm of a young man I do not know. Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘Aunt Philips said he is the brother of Miss Thorpe. Come with me,’ Lydia ordered, ‘I’ve spotted John Lucas and Henry Long. They are most certainly dying to ask us to dance!’ 
 
    In fits of laughter, they quickly headed towards Charlotte’s brother and his friend, under the disapproving gaze of several young women, who did not appreciate their behaviour yet certainly envied their audacity. 
 
      
 
    When the music began again, Elizabeth, who did not have a dance partner, sat beside Mary and, while she was deep in discussion with her sister, she was surprised to see Isabelle Thorpe sit down on the chair beside hers. She gave her a smile, all the while wondering what the young woman might have found so interesting about being in her company. When she heard the voice of Mr. Bingley, who was addressing Mr. Darcy, she understood the manoeuvre. The latter, unbeknownst to Elizabeth, was standing not far from them. It would have been difficult to not overhear snippets of the conversation between the two gentlemen. Mr. Bingley appeared to be reprimanding his friend for not dancing when there were so many charming young women present. At this exact moment, Isabella Thorpe ventured towards the chair, so as to be within the field of vision of the two men. Elizabeth blushed in light of such an overt display of audacity and then lowered her eyes… and this was precisely what drew the attention of Charles Bingley. He then impressed upon Darcy. 
 
    ‘Miss Elizabeth is tolerable, but not handsome enough for me to decide to ask her to dance. As for the rest, I am in no humour, this evening, to give consequence to young ladies who are slighted by other men. Go quickly to your smiling partner, you are wasting your time with me,’ he replied. 
 
    Elizabeth glanced discretely at the two young men, then, seeing Mr. Darcy, who was moving in her direction, she was unable to prevent herself from bestowing him with a slight, malicious smile that did not completely mask the sharpness of her gaze. He walked in front of the young women, without even seeing the flirtatious smile on the lips of Miss Thorpe, moving towards Mr. Hurst, who was being served an umpteenth glass of punch. Isabella Thorpe, ascertaining the failure of her manoeuvre, decided then to address Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘You most certainly heard what Mr. Darcy said in your regard.’ 
 
    ‘It is not my custom to listen to conversations without being invited to do so,’ she retorted, attempting to regain a calmer tone that did not contradict the contents of her remarks. 
 
    But she noticed that much more than that was required to rid herself of Miss Thorpe. 
 
    ‘Miss Elizabeth, do you not find it interesting to be acquainted with one whom I believe to be a very wealthy, young unmarried man? It is true that his comments are hardly flattering, to that I agree. One could feel indignant for less than that.’ 
 
    ‘After all, Miss Thorpe, to the best of my knowledge, you are as much as a wallflower as I,’ lashed out Elizabeth, in a sarcastic tone that was by no means pleasing to her interlocutor 
 
    The latter, after briefly nodding her head, rose. And then, as though rising to a challenge, she moved towards the corner of the room where the bachelor in question had sought refuge. Elizabeth’s eyes followed her, but when her gaze caught that of Mr. Darcy, she was unable to prevent a mocking smile from crossing her lips, which did not at all escape the intended party. Would it not be better to laugh about it? This is exactly what the young woman chose to do when she provided her friends with a spirited account of the Darcy incident. Her friends laughed heartily, as Elizabeth had a sharp wit and a very keen sense of humour. 
 
      
 
    ‘Believe me, dear Mrs. Long, this Mr. Darcy, who boasts of owning half of Derbyshire, looks down on everyone and cannot be bothered to show any enjoyment in associating with our company,’ commented Mrs. Bennet, in a bitter tone that she made no attempt to disguise. 
 
    ‘Yes, perhaps that is the case,’ her neighbour admitted with some hesitation; she had two nieces of marrying age. ‘But I rightly observed to my husband that a young man so well-to-do could profess to choose from the young women at the assembly and…’ 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon? You believe that his reaction was only directed at Lizzy! My dear Mrs. Long, allow me to inform you that my instinct does not betray me. This Mr. Darcy is indeed the most unsympathetic character I have ever met… and I strongly advised my daughter to keep a good distance between herself and this despicable gentleman, who, in fact, is probably not a gentleman at all!’ 
 
      
 
    And it was apparent, over the course of the evening, that Mrs. Bennet was right; Mr. Darcy only deigned to dance two times, and only with the sisters of his friend. By contrast, one had the opportunity to see Miss Thorpe wearing a triumphant smile when she danced with Charles Bingley who, faced with the barely subtle advances of the young woman, felt obliged to ask her to dance. But she became disenchanted when, a few dances later, the young man bowed a second time before Jane Bennet, who accepted his invitation with much grace. Mrs. Bennet, however, exhibited much less grace when she pointed out that her Jane appeared to be the most popular of the evening when it came to the preference shown by the charming tenant of Netherfield Park. And while one would have liked to vigorously contradict her on this point, there was nobody who was able to do so, so obvious it was to everyone present that Mr. Bingley clearly admired the oldest of the Bennet girls. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lydia and Kitty called on their Aunt Philips around mid-morning. They entered, jostling each other to throw themselves into the arms of Catherine Morland, who had arrived the day before for a sojourn of two weeks. They spent a good quarter of an hour laughing and exchanging news. And then, because the weather was nice, the young women decided to go for a walk through Meryton. Because Mrs. Philips had asked them to stop by the haberdashery to pick up the ribbon that she had ordered, they made this task their first. They then wandered haphazardly through the narrow streets, finally stopping to sit on a low rock wall set back from the main street, where they could talk freely, without worrying about being overheard. 
 
    ‘Oh Catherine, how I would have loved it had you been at the assembly last week!’ exclaimed Lydia, piquing the young woman’s curiosity. 
 
    ‘I would have liked to have been there too, but James had not yet returned from Aunt Philips’ and it was out of the question that I come alone, so I had to wait.’ 
 
    ‘We know why James did not come to fetch you as quickly as you would have liked,’ Kitty whispered into her ear. 
 
    ‘You absolutely must tell me, Kitty Bennet, if you truly value our friendship!’ exclaimed Catherine, pretending to threaten her. 
 
    ‘Well, Lydia, should we tell her what we saw?’ 
 
    ‘Of course! Besides, that is why we hastened to see you this morning.’ 
 
    ‘I beg you, be kind, don’t make me wait! Tell me what you saw!’ 
 
    ‘It is good that you are seated,’ Kitty forewarned her, her tone conspiring. ‘It’s about James, we are almost certain that he is falling in love.’ 
 
    ‘Unless he isn’t already at this hour!’ Lydia burst out to her friend, whose face wore a look of astonishment. 
 
    ‘My brother, in love… Come now, this is a mistake… you must have misinterpreted his feelings,’ Catherine said, her voice faltering. 
 
    But no! James, she learned, seemed to be fully smitten with Miss Isabelle Thorpe, from whom he had not been able to tear his eyes for a good portion of the evening, finally having the distinct honour of dancing with her. 
 
    ‘Miss Thorpe! But then… That must be the sister of John Thorpe, a classmate of James.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Mr. Thorpe came to visit your brother at Aunt Philips’, and his sister, whom James had never met, accompanied him,’ Lydia concluded, triumphantly. ‘I must admit that I found Miss Thorpe elegant and very self-confident. I even said to Kitty that I would love to look like her!’ 
 
    ‘Truly? I can hardly believe that everything that you told me occurred! You know James, he is rather reserved, so you can imagine my surprise.’ 
 
    Kitty and Lydia burst out laughing before continuing with their exhaustive description of every detail, gaze and gesture of the people duly concerned. 
 
    ‘Oh! I must also tell you, Catherine, that the new tenant of Netherfield Park was also at the ball. His name is Mr. Bingley.’ 
 
    ‘He has two sisters,’ Lydia continued, ‘one of whom is married. I must confess that they are ‘ladies from the city who do not wish to mingle too much with country folk’, you know what I wish to say, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I can very well imagine what that means. But their brother does not seem to be the same type of person.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, he is a pleasant young man, and… we believe that he was charmed by our sister Jane.’ 
 
    ‘Your sister! The gentle and charming Miss Bennet is, in my opinion, utterly worthy of such admiration. My word! So much has occurred in a week.’ 
 
    ‘However, we should finish our account of this evening with a less pleasant fact…,’ began Kitty. 
 
    ‘But no,’ her sister interjected, ‘you forget that Lizzy laughed when we mentioned it again.’ 
 
    It is indeed true that Elizabeth had responded to her mother in a tone that she wished to be nonchalant when the latter mentioned to her husband how little regard Mr. Darcy had shown to her second oldest daughter. Mr. Bennet, who was not accustomed to seeing his favourite daughter scorned, declared this Mr. Darcy to be the last man in the world to whom any attention should be granted. Because after all, what interest could he have if he had not immediately appreciated the qualities exhibited by his Lizzy? 
 
    ‘It appears that this gentleman is extremely rich,’ Kitty acknowledged. ‘He is said to have a magnificent estate in Derbyshire. But that is of little importance to us; he is haughty and not very pleasant, so we would be most happy to leave him to Miss Bingley who, it appears, seems to be extremely interested in him.’ 
 
    ‘But what about you, Catherine, do you not have any news to share?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing quite so exciting, I must admit. You know how it is to be the eldest daughter in a large family… I love them all, but I must admit that I am quite happy to leave them for two weeks. Thus, when I return to Fullerton, I will be more inclined to take care of them, as I will have missed them. However, I must tell you that yes, indeed, I do have real news to share with you!’ 
 
    ‘Catherine, don’t keep us in suspense!’ Lydia exclaimed, grasping the young woman’s hand. 
 
    ‘Well, here it is. I shall be spending several weeks in Bath!’ 
 
    ‘In Bath!? What a surprise! Catherine, how wonderful. All the same, are you not going with the entire family?’ 
 
    ‘No, neighbours, friends of my parents, are taking me there. Mr. Allen has been suffering ill health and has decided to settle in Bath as soon as winter is over. As I get along famously with his wife, he asked me to accompany them, in order to make their sojourn there easier.’ 
 
    ‘Bath! Oh, how I should love to go there! But it is not our father who would take us there,’ commented the youngest of the Bennets, a hint of bitterness in her voice. 
 
    ‘Come, Lydia, let us not spoil Catherine’s joy. We also will probably have some novelty in our lives. Who knows? You, the one who has always been dreaming of going to London, perhaps you will find yourself there in the coming year!’ 
 
    ‘Come Kitty, do not utter such foolishness, you know full well that not much happens between Meryton and Longbourn.’ 
 
    ‘Let us call a truce and end this discussion,’ Catherine interjected spiritedly. ‘Come, I see Maria Lucas in the company of her sister, Charlotte. It has been an eternity since I have seen them. Let us go say hello!’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter II 
 
      
 
    In which Anne Elliot comes
to the realisation that
that which one sees cannot
always be explained because
one believes or vice versa… 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘My dear Eliza, I am happy that you were able to accept my invitation!’ exclaimed Caroline Bingley, extending a warm welcome to Miss Elliot, who was a few years older than she and one of her study companions. 
 
    ‘Caroline, it is so gracious of you to have thought of inviting me, it has been almost nine months since we have seen one another.’ 
 
    ‘But the pleasure is mine. Imagine that Charles has decided to rent an estate in this forgotten corner of Hertfordshire and we dearly miss real company,’ declared Miss Bingley, a hint of boredom in her voice. 
 
    Then, turning towards her second guest, she quickly changed her tone. 
 
    ‘Oh, Miss Anne, how are you? It is so nice of you to have accompanied your sister all the way here.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Miss Bingley. When I heard that the residence was in the country, I accepted your invitation with enthusiasm. Mrs. Hurst, I believe we already had the pleasure of meeting two years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Miss Anne. Mr. Hurst has family in the region of Wessex, not far from your Kellynch Hall estate. We were on our honeymoon when we stopped in your beautiful part of the country.’ 
 
    ‘Louisa, we persist in talking and talking, but our guests have a long journey behind them. Let us give them an opportunity to retire to their rooms to freshen up. We will have all the time in the world to share our tales a bit later.’ 
 
      
 
    Miss Bingley and her sister had been educated in one of the best seminaries. Of course, they did not claim to have been educated at the “Ladies Eton” run by the Misses Stevenson in London’s Queen’s Square, but…implications are so quickly interpreted. Furthermore, they each had a dowry of twenty thousand pounds, insinuating that they could spend freely without counting their pennies, and frequent high society. They were born into a family that resided in the north of England, a fact that they recollected more readily than the fact that their fortune was made in trade. It is for this reason that the company of the two Elliot sisters, daughters of a baronet of Somerset, was even more gladly received. 
 
    ‘If only you had seen these young country women dancing to the discordant sounds of a little village orchestra, my dear Eliza, you would have, as was the case for Louisa and me, felt rather discouraged! I must attest that the evening was very much unlike an evening at Almack’s.’ 
 
    ‘But despite that,’ interrupted Louisa Hurst, on seeing her brother enter the small parlour where tea was to be served, ‘we attended to oblige Charles, and isn’t that what counts, after all?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, to oblige me? Louisa, you danced for a good part of the evening and you met some very pleasant people there.’ 
 
    And then, turning to his guests, Bingley continued, in an affable tone, ‘I would like to welcome you to my new place of residence. I hope that the comments made by my sisters will not prejudice you, because I must admit that I found the evening charming.’ 
 
    ‘A charming evening… Come, Charles, be honest, what you wish to say is that you found one of the young ladies extremely charming,’ resumed Caroline Bingley. 
 
    ‘Mr. Bingley, I am happy to see you again. Please allow me to present my youngest sister, Anne. As she very much likes the countryside, she accepted my request to be accompanied.’ 
 
    ‘I am delighted, Mr. Bingley, to make your acquaintance. Please know that it is a pleasure to sojourn in Hertfordshire,’ Anne Elliot said sweetly, accepting the cup of tea that Mrs. Hurst held out to her. 
 
    ‘And so, Miss Anne, you love the outdoors, unlike my city-dwelling sisters,’ he acknowledged, happily. ‘I do not know how I will manage to make them appreciate the joy of a life that is simpler than that of the city. Fortunately, my friend Darcy, who shall be joining us shortly, is an amateur enthusiast of the great outdoors, and…’ 
 
    ‘Charles, you seem to have forgotten that Mr. Darcy was not among the most enthusiastic during the Meryton ball,’ chided Miss Bingley. 
 
    ‘I have not had the honour of meeting Mr. Darcy, but Caroline has spoken highly of him on several occasions.’ 
 
    ‘You shall soon meet him, Miss Elliot. I must admit that my sister is somewhat correct with respect to the evening. Indeed, I do not always understand Darcy; several charming young ladies were present, and he could have danced the entire evening, as I also did.’ 
 
    ‘You are making a mockery of nothing; you should not be surprised that people, shall we say… somewhat more cognizant of their status, may have found the evening rather trying,’ commented Miss Bingley, in a knowing tone that confirmed that she fully concurred with the eldest of the Elliot sisters. 
 
    ‘Ah, there you are, Darcy! Please help me. My sisters are criticising everything: my choice of Netherfield, the ball in Meryton, the people in the neighbourhood… I could go on.’ 
 
    ‘Mr. Darcy, allow me to present my dear friend, Miss Elizabeth Elliot, and her sister, Miss Anne. They shall both be spending some time with us. Do you not agree that they are most welcome and that they will undeniably elevate the quality of our neighbourhood?’ asked Caroline Bingley in a mocking tone, while looking at her brother. 
 
    ‘Miss Elliot, Miss Anne, I am delighted to make your acquaintance. I hope that you will have as much pleasure as I do in discovering the beauties of Hertfordshire.’ 
 
    ‘I most certainly hope so, Mr. Darcy, because I truly love the outdoors,’ admitted Anne Elliot, giving him a smile. ‘Incidentally, I believe that come tomorrow, I shall explore the surroundings on foot.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Anne, perhaps Mr. Darcy was not thinking about that type of beauty,’ retorted Miss Elliot, hoping that her comment, which she wished to be witty in nature, had reached its target. 
 
    She did not see the acerbic look directed her way by her friend, Caroline Bingley. The latter interjected before Mr. Darcy was able to explain himself. 
 
    ‘In speaking of beauty, Charles will assure you that there is no one more charming than Miss Bennet, with whom he danced twice. But what about her sister, Elizabeth, who is named Lizzy by those close to her? Were you not, Mr. Darcy, at a certain moment in the evening, in close proximity to this young lady?’ 
 
    ‘I was not close to her, Miss Bingley, she was simply sitting close to where I was and was conversing with a young woman, Miss Thorpe, who, gracious me, did not wish to go unnoticed… If I may express myself thus,’ he replied, maliciously, instantly rebuffing a very insistent Miss Bingley from a subject which he had the least desire to discuss. 
 
    ‘Eliza, did you hear that? Mr. Darcy noticed Isabella Thorpe. It must be said that it was rather difficult to ignore her; her lack of education was obvious,’ clarified Caroline Bingley, in a tone that she hoped was more detached. ‘Imagine, her brother dared ask me to join him in an Allemande, but I feigned to be suffering from excessive heat and I quickly distanced myself from him.’ 
 
    ‘You will not have to meet her, Miss Elliot. When we go to Lucas Lodge tomorrow evening, this brazen young woman will not be there,’ concluded Mrs. Hurst. 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon, Caroline, will we finally be going to visit the Lucas family?! I am delighted, truly delighted,’ exclaimed Bingley, turning towards her. 
 
    ‘I had refused the invitation, explaining to Lady Lucas that we had visitors. She has therefore graciously extended the invitation to include you, Eliza, and you, Miss Anne. Sir Lucas seemed very pleased to be able to welcome such well-born ladies to his home. Therefore, how can we refuse them? Aren’t country people so charming!’ Miss Bingley noted, with sarcasm. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ replied Anne Elliot, not noticing the sarcasm in her interlocutor’s voice. ‘That is most obliging on their part.’ 
 
    ‘And you, Mr. Darcy,’ inquired Louisa Hurst, stealing a complicit glance at her sister, ‘will you join us on our adventure to Lucas Lodge? 
 
    ‘But most certainly, Mrs. Hurst, what I wouldn’t do to accompany the ladies here on their country excursions.’ 
 
    This comment did not particularly please Caroline Bingley, who wondered, with some apprehension, whence came the sudden interest Mr. Darcy was showing for “country excursions”. But she then convinced herself that a gentleman such as he assuredly made it his duty to accompany them or, of course, to accompany her. Finding this thought comforting, she was able to continue in her role as gracious hostess. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Anne Elliot was tying the ribbons of her hat when her sister burst into her room. She was surprised to see her ready to leave so early in the morning. 
 
    ‘Anne, what are you doing? Are you not coming to join our hosts in the dining room?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, Eliza, as I’ve already eaten and have decided to get some fresh air. The morning promises to be splendid.’ 
 
    ‘But what will Caroline and Louisa think?’ 
 
    ‘They will remember that yesterday, I mentioned the fact that I would go for a walk, and…’ 
 
    ‘But you are not familiar with the area, you might get lost!’ 
 
    ‘Come now, Eliza, I’m no longer a child. I asked the butler to suggest a nice path that is easy to follow. I’ll walk a mile or two and then I’ll return the way I came, does that suit you?’ 
 
    Anne did not take the time to listen to her sister’s reply. She gave her a smile and dashed towards a service stairway that came out close to the path that she was looking forward to exploring, far from the gossiping that had somewhat exasperated her the day before. No matter how much she told herself that Eliza was her sister, she could not help but find her haughty and pompous, just like her friend, Miss Bingley. Forgetting the disparaging comments made by the fairer sex of Netherfield Park, she left the gravel roadway and headed onto the small path that was bathed in the sun’s golden light. The leaves sparkled with droplets of dew, as though nature had transformed the landscape into crystal, which greatly pleased the young woman, who drew deep breaths before attacking a small slope and disappearing from the sight of anyone who might have thought to look in that direction. But it was not in this direction that Charles Bingley and his friend Darcy were headed. In fact, they were not far from a hill that was on the estate, and they were inspecting the fences as well as the state of the surrounding land, taking mental note of what needed to be repaired, changed or better drained. They then finished their walk by stopping in on three farmers, in order to consult them on the most viable and efficient way to execute this work. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    ‘Let us take this roadway, it leads to a small pavilion where we can sit out of the wind.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ continued Louise Hurst, ‘Miss Anne has left to go on a walk by herself; she doesn’t even know the area. Are you not worried, Eliza? Does she not enjoy our company?’ 
 
    ‘Do not concern yourself. Anne often goes for walks around Kellynch Hall, and she wished to do the same here. She flees small talk and prefers to seek refuge in the countryside. I must admit that I don’t always understand her, and not only when it comes to going for a walk.’ 
 
    ‘What is it that you wish to say, dear Eliza?’ asked Miss Bingley, sniffing out a novelty that would most certainly liven up future conversations. ‘Your sister seems so discrete and collected.’ 
 
    Miss Elliot let out a comedic sigh and decided to recount how her sister had refused two marriage proposals a few years earlier. Miss Bingley, who would have liked to say the same for herself, began to see Miss Anne in a different light. Two marriage proposals, and two refusals – this promised to be interesting! They thus learned that a young navy officer, in whom she appeared to be overwhelmingly in love, had asked for her hand when she was nineteen. Naturally, Lady Russell, who had been taking care of the sisters since their mother had died, was not in favour: he had neither a fortune nor a title, and she was born into nobility – well, minor nobility. Eliza’s interlocutors were immediately of the opinion that Sir Elliot placed his full trust in Lady Russell when it came to matrimonial matters. But what about the second proposal? It had come from the son of the Musgroves, neighbours situated a few miles from the estate. Eliza understood this second refusal on the part of her younger sister, who found the family respectable but not very sophisticated and without any real ties to the high society to which she was rightfully entitled to as the daughter of a baronet. Charles Musgrove then turned to the youngest of the three sisters, Mary, who dreamed of escaping the watchful eyes of Lady Russell and doing as she pleased. She therefore easily accepted and even begged her father to accept this proposal, which initially, he would not have agreed to. However, in the end, after dithering about the decision for a considerable time, Debrett’s Baronetage of England in hand, he convinced himself that this was the best way to rid himself of the complaints of his youngest, all while giving the impression that he was ceding to her request solely in her own best interests. 
 
    ‘My dear Eliza, who would have thought, in seeing your sister, that she would have been the object of so much attention?!’ revelled Miss Bingley, already picturing herself recounting this tale at some socialite evening in the coming season. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Settled in the library in order to verify of the documents left by Mr. Morris, the land agent who was responsible for renting the estate, Bingley and Darcy were interrupted by a silent click. The large oak door opened and Caroline Bingley entered, apologising for disturbing them at their work; tea would soon be served in the small parlour. Her brother, making use of the opportunity her presence afforded, made certain that Miss Elliott and her sister were wanting for nothing and that they were enjoying their stay in Hertfordshire. In reply, Miss Bingley assured him, quickly adding in a low voice that she and Louisa had learned that Miss Anne was perhaps not the quiet reserved young lady she appeared to be at first glance. 
 
    ‘Come, Caroline, what is it that you wish to say? I find Miss Anne very charming, wouldn’t you agree, Darcy?’ 
 
    ‘Utterly,’ his friend replied, visibly uneasy with the turn the conversation had taken. ‘Miss Bingley, you mustn’t pay attention to everything that is whispered in confidence. You do not…’ 
 
    ‘That which I know comes from a trusted source, namely Miss Elliot. She entrusted us with this information,’ she interjected, clearly vexed by the doubts raised by the gentlemen. 
 
    The two young men had no choice but to listen to Caroline Bingley’s passionate account. When she had finished, her brother could not help but laugh. 
 
    ‘So, there it is, the terrible revelation! Miss Anne refused two marriage proposals!’ 
 
    ‘Miss Bingley, you must know that a young woman is not responsible for the proposals made to her. In my opinion, anyone calling herself a friend of hers should not take offence,’ said Darcy, a slight smile on his lips. 
 
    Seeing his sister’s look of frustration, Bingley tried to draw her attention to another aspect of this situation. 
 
    ‘Well, my dear Caroline, if I were to put myself in the shoes of these young men, I cannot help but think of how difficult this situation must have been for them, even if gentle Miss Anne most certainly exercised all the diplomacy of which she is capable so as to diminish the effect of her refusal. I would not like to experience such a predicament as this, for all the gold in the world. In any regard, of one thing we can be certain, Darcy, is that this will likely not happen to you!’ Bingley concluded, laughing. 
 
    ‘Come, Charles, do not cover yourself in ridicule by spouting such nonsense,’ exclaimed Caroline Bingley, outraged by the suggestion made by her brother. 
 
    This made her brother laugh, whereas Darcy barely smiled. However, despite their very different temperaments, Bingley and Darcy were bound by a steadfast friendship. The latter appreciated Bingley’s confident and conciliatory constitution, two dispositions that were very foreign to his own nature. Bingley, on his part, placed the greatest trust in Darcy and highly respected his judgement. Hence, regardless as to where Charles Bingley was, he was most certain to please, whereas the demeanour of Fitzwilliam Darcy, which was haughty and distant, and whose attempts at courtesy were disheartening, too often estranged him from others. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    ‘Have a safe trip home. What a pleasure it will be to see each other tomorrow at Lucas Lodge for a little evening among neighbours!’ exclaimed Miss Bingley in a tone that carried a hint of mockery. 
 
    And the voices faded as the carriage disappeared along the gravel roadway. Miss Bennet and her sister Elizabeth had come to pay a courtesy call on the ladies of Netherfield. They were introduced to the young Elliot ladies, and what a surprise – Miss Anne and the younger Bennet sister already knew each other. It was learned that Anne Elliot, on her morning walk, had made it as far as the fork leading to Mount Oakham. She had followed this path for another good quarter of an hour and then, having noticed a large tree stump that could serve as a bench, decided to stop there for a short rest. She had barely been there for two minutes when she heard the sound of footsteps, and a young woman, lively and spirited, her cheeks rosy from exercise, came to sit beside her. And thus, she came to know Miss Elizabeth. They quickly came to like one another, as both enjoyed walking outdoors. When they met again at Netherfield, theirs was a rather amicable gathering, in which Anne Elliot continued with the conversation she’d had the day before with Elizabeth Bennet, relieved to not have to listen to Miss Bingley’s and her sister’s polite and often condescending conversation. 
 
    As soon as the guests had left, Caroline Bingley began to describe their hosts for the following evening. The young Elliot women thereupon learned that Sir William Lucas, who had been relieved of his burden of doing business and trade, could meditate on his importance at leisure and devote all his time to becoming the most courteous man in the whole of England. It was whispered that his new title of Knight had, far from making him arrogant, caused him to multiply his considerations towards everyone. 
 
    ‘Clearly, Sir William is inoffensive and rather obliging; it is, one could say, in his nature. And since his presentation at St. James, there is no doubt that he has become a perfect gentleman!’ finished Louisa Hurst, a slight smile of feigned admiration crossing her lips. 
 
    And then the conversation turned to Lady Lucas, who was described as being a good person, at the head of privileged offspring. It could have been added that the average ability of Lady Lucas allowed her to live amicably next to Mrs. Bennet, but that this could become less pleasant when it came to matrimonial business, as both women had daughters to marry. 
 
      
 
    That evening, when the gentlemen joined the ladies for coffee, they found them discussing Miss Bennet. On hearing this name, Bingley turned to Anne and Elizabeth Elliot and inquired as to whether they had enjoyed the presence of the guests that afternoon. 
 
    ‘I found Miss Bennet utterly charming,’ declared Miss Elliot. ‘She appears to be an accomplished young woman, and it was a pleasure to make her acquaintance. It seems that we will be able to continue our conversation tomorrow, as she and her family will be in attendance at Sir Lucas’ tomorrow evening.’ 
 
    ‘Is this true, Louisa?’ asked Bingley, a smile of delight on his face. 
 
    ‘But of course, you seem to have forgotten that Miss Elizabeth is a dear friend of the oldest of the Lucas daughters; it comes as no surprise that these families spend time together.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely, and on the subject of Miss Elizabeth, it is said that she has a certain beauty. Are you of the same opinion, Mr. Darcy?’ asked Caroline Bingley, attempting to make her question sound trivial. 
 
    ‘It’s true, Darcy. Do you recall that I wanted Miss Bennet to introduce you, but you did not seem to be willing?’ 
 
    ‘Is this true, Mr. Darcy?’ asked Miss Elliot, who, through her question, kept Miss Bingley from repeating her question. 
 
    ‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet a beauty? I should as soon call her mother a wit!’ he replied, poking at the logs in the hearth in order to hide the smile of satisfaction that he could barely contain when he heard the laughter of Bingley’s sisters and Miss Elliot. 
 
    His friend’s reaction, however, was entirely different. Angry, the latter shot him a look heavy with reproach. As for Miss Anne, she had raised her eyes from the anthology she was reading and looked at him, not saying a thing. Somewhat unsettled by this reaction, he joined her while the game of cards started at the other end of the drawing room. 
 
    ‘Miss Anne, did I say something that might have offended you?’ 
 
    ‘Mr. Darcy, because you have chosen to ask, I will tell you what I think: you were unjustly and deliberately cruel towards Miss Elizabeth with your comment.’ 
 
    She completed her sentence and returned to her reading of Lyrical Ballads, rather taken aback by the thought that she had too clearly expressed her feelings, but somewhat comforted that it had been solicited through a question. As she avoiding catching her interlocutor’s gaze, she had no idea how he had taken her comment. It wasn’t until just before retiring for the evening, when she bid goodnight to her hosts, that she looked at him again, but she was struck by his imperturbable and distant air. She was surprised to feel a certain sense of relief; her first thought had been that he had reacted too strongly to the question asked by her sister and that it seemed to hide an unacknowledged interest. But she had simply been mistaken, her comment had barely moved him. 
 
      
 
    For nothing in the world would Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire have allowed an emotion such as this to appear on his face following the comment by Miss Anne Elliot. However, at two o’clock in the morning, he was still awake; he hated himself for having made a remark such as this. Admittedly, his intent was to elicit laughter and to eliminate any doubt regarding his interest, or rather his lack of interest, in the young lady. In fact, he was unable to keep himself from revisiting the moment in which, after he had shown his friend his lack of enthusiasm towards Miss Elizabeth, he had walked in front of her, and their gaze had met. The mischievous twinkle in her eye had unsettled him, and then he noticed the hint of a smile on her lips and her raised eyebrow, which gave her a mildly provocative air. Lastly, once he had crossed the room to retreat to a quieter area, he felt the weight of her negative opinion of him and, he knew not why, it mortified him. Lost in thought, he covered himself back up and his gaze was drawn to the far-off stars in the night sky. He never drew his curtains; a habit he’d had since childhood and which had stayed with him. And so, when he was unable to sleep, he could always lose himself in the darkness of the night and, early in the morning, he preferred to be awoken by the first light of dawn and not by his valet. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth adjusted one of the hairpins holding in place her curls, which were always a bit unruly. She thoughtfully looked at her reflection in the mirror and comically smiled at herself. No, she would never be as pretty as Jane, something her mother reminded her of now and again. However, wearing this ivory-coloured muslin dress, she thought herself more than pleasing. Then, recalling the words of Mr. Darcy at the evening at Meryton, she grimaced. At this exact moment, her older sister stopped in the doorway, asking her to come downstairs, as the carriage was at the door. Yes, Jane really was the prettiest, and Mr. Bingley had very much noticed. It also seemed clear that Jane was increasingly yielding to the affinity that she had felt towards him from the outset. Fortunately, very few people would have taken notice because, possessing a great deal of sensibility, her oldest sister was able to unite equal parts spirit and a mastery of herself, thereby protecting her from indiscrete inquisitiveness. Which was far from being the case with regards to the two youngest of the family. 
 
    ‘Lydia! You will never be ready on time! Where did you put your hat and your gloves?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come Kitty, is it because there will be several officers in attendance that you are so rushed?! Unless you simply wish to admire the dresses of the Netherfield ladies.’ 
 
    ‘Jane told me that they have guests and that Lady Lucas extended her invitation to them, so we shall make some new acquaintances.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if this is something to be happy about. Don’t you think that they will be the object of the officers’ attention?’ 
 
    ‘These are nobly born women, Elliot ladies. I believe their father is a baronet from the region of Somerset,’ clarified Kitty, bounding down the stairs to join her sisters in the foyer.  
 
    ‘Well now I’m relieved,’ added Lydia, following close behind. ‘No one shall stand between us and Denny, Carter, and the other officers. They will be exactly like Miss Bingley and her sister, and will only deign to associate with people such as Mr. Darcy, puffed up with pride and…’ 
 
    ‘Pride,’ interrupted Mary, who took pleasure in her knowledge of psychology, ‘is a very widespread feeling. It is something we all possess naturally, and very few among us elude this indulgence, which we cultivate due to one quality or another, most often imaginary.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Mary, stop teaching us a lesson. Tonight, we are going to enjoy ourselves!’ 
 
    ‘Lydia, could you not be nicer to your sister?’ intervened Mrs. Bennet, as she joined her daughters. ‘As for you, Mary, please stop these moralistic discussions, you will end up becoming vain, and that will never get you anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Mother, vanity and pride are two different things, though the words are often used synonymously. A person may be proud without being vain. Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, vanity to what we would have others think of us.’ 
 
    ‘Mary is right,’ Elizabeth whispered into Jane’s ear while they were getting into the carriage. ‘I wonder what Mr. Darcy would think. Jane, do you find him vain or proud?’ 
 
    ‘Lizzy, while it is true that Mr. Darcy was not courteous towards you, perhaps you should give him a second chance before you judge him irrevocably.’ 
 
    ‘Dearest Jane, always tempering my judgements. What would I do without you? And I must concede that, as he is the close friend of you know who, he must be a good person – at least, I hope so,’ concluded Elizabeth, in a mildly amused tone, watching her sister blush slightly when she alluded to the charming tenant of the neighbouring estate. 
 
      
 
    When the Bennet family arrived at Lucas Lodge, the evening was in full swing. Kitty and Lydia were snatched up by some young, cheerful officers. Mary went straight to the piano, which fortunately – or unfortunately – was not occupied at that particular moment. Jane had barely crossed the threshold when Mr. Bingley came towards her, a smile on his face. As for Elizabeth, she joined Charlotte Lucas, who was in discussion with a guest.  
 
    ‘Mrs. Weston, can I introduce you to my dear friend, Elizabeth Bennet?’ 
 
    ‘I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Bennet.’ 
 
    ‘As am I, Mrs. Weston. I learned that you recently married; please allow me to wish you all the best,’ Elizabeth replied, warmly. 
 
    ‘Thank you, that is most kind of you. I had the great fortune to meet a charming man, and here I am in a new life.’ 
 
    ‘A new life… yet Father told me that you still reside near Highbury.’ Charlotte Lucas felt she should mention this. 
 
    ‘In fact, after having spent more than seventeen years in Hartfield, near my dear Emma, I moved to Randalls, not far from there. I thus have the pleasure of still being able to spend time with the people dear to me! Kindly allow me to return to your mother, Miss Lucas, as she had promised to introduce me to two of her friends,’ said Mrs. Weston, nodding to them before departing.  
 
    Charlotte Lucas informed Elizabeth that Mr. Weston had known her father for several years and that he had written to him recently to inform him of his marriage to Miss Emma Woodhouse’s lady companion, Anne Taylor. Sir Lucas immediately invited him to stop for a few days at Lucas Lodge when he would be passing through the region with his wife. 
 
    ‘Oh, there you are, Miss Anne. What a pleasure to see you again!’ exclaimed Elizabeth, pleased to see her new friend once more. 
 
    ‘Miss Elizabeth, Miss Lucas, this evening is truly wonderful. How kind of you to have invited us!’ 
 
    ‘The pleasure is ours. It seems that more than one person is finding the evening delightful,’ stated Charlotte Lucas, discretely looking towards Charles Bingley, who was deep in conversation with Jane Bennet. 
 
    ‘You are correct, Charlotte; I believe that my sister is aware of the attention being bestowed upon her by Mr. Bingley, but you know her, she does not readily show her emotions. And she needs to take time to get to know him better.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, how well I understand her!’ Anne Elliot sighed, playfully. 
 
    Her two friends looked at her, somewhat astonished, but since she added nothing else, they did not pursue it. 
 
    ‘Can reserve such as that not be disadvantageous?’ Charlotte Lucas continued. ‘If a young woman so carefully hides her preference for the person who is making her the object of his attention, does she not risk losing the opportunity of intimacy… to then tell herself that nobody will have seen a thing would be a rather paltry consolation.’ 
 
    ‘If I were Miss Bennet, I would react in the same manner,’ declared Anne Elliot, confidentially. ‘However, I am certain that if she loses an opportunity such as this, she could become inconsolable, perhaps even for several years…’ 
 
    ‘You seem to be genuinely moved, Miss Anne!’ exclaimed Elizabeth, noticing the sorrowful look on Miss Anne’s face when she looked at the young couple.  
 
    ‘Come,’ said Charlotte Lucas, to lighten the atmosphere. ‘from the bottom of my heart, I wish for Jane’s happiness, but I believe she will have as much opportunity to be happy if she were to marry Mr. Bingley tomorrow, as she would if she were to study his character for an entire year. For example, I am certain that Mrs. Weston did not wait for months before convincing herself of the merits of a marriage request made of her by Mr. Weston. In my opinion, happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Charlotte, you can’t be serious. You would not react in this way, I am certain of it.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Elizabeth is right,’ affirmed Anne Elliot, quietly. ‘I believe that we are able to discern whether a young man will not make us happy, or, inversely, whether he will make us happy… I am now convinced that it is necessary to follow one’s heart, but it is difficult to show our emotions, particularly before so many people.’ 
 
    ‘But Miss Anne, I must persist in saying that the bliss of two companions does not appear to me to be greater based on their deep knowledge of one another prior to their marriage. They always continue to grow sufficiently unlike afterwards to have their share of vexation. In my opinion, it is better to know as little as possible of the defects of the person with whom you are to pass your life!’ 
 
    ‘Charlotte, you astonish me! Admittedly, my idea of marriage is probably somewhat too romantic. Perhaps I have taken my reading of Cecilia too much to heart. But I still stand by my opinion, and Miss Anne seems to agree with me, am I right?’ Elizabeth asked, turning towards her.  
 
    ‘Yes, I concur, but in all honesty, who are we to judge as situation such as this? In matters of the heart, we can be mistaken, have regrets…’ 
 
    ‘As for me, dear Lizzy,’ said Charlotte Lucas, ‘could I be mistaken, or does Mr. Darcy appear to be looking at your rather frequently?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I have noticed, and I’ve truly been wondering why; after all, I am only ‘tolerable’.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Elizabeth, how can you utter such a thing?’ exclaimed Anne Elliot, taken aback by her friend’s tone and comment. 
 
    And the young woman was thus informed of the events of the evening at Meryton the week before. She very quickly saw the connection to the disparaging comment made by Mr. Darcy in the presence of his hostesses; however, she chose to not say anything of this. On the contrary, her first impression could prove to be well-founded… 
 
    ‘In society, Mr. Darcy, by all appearances, is a haughty and cold man, but having spent a few days in his company in a closed circle, I must attest that he can show himself to be an agreeable companion… he may at times be rather quick to pass judgement, but he has an undeniably sharp wit.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Miss Anne, as you can see, I am absolutely enthralled!’ retorted Elizabeth, in an ironic tone. ‘Only, I must inform you that in no case would I like to find myself in the “closed circle” of his acquaintances. Thus, he cannot impress me, unless it is through his gaze!’ 
 
    Whereupon she began to laugh, together with her two friends. Then Miss Elliot, giving a slight curtsey, left to return to her sister, who was waving to her from the other side of the room. 
 
      
 
    ‘You see, dear Eliza, Sir Lucas must be in the process of telling Mr. Weston that he will present him to the St. James court as soon as the next season is upon us. That is what he just proposed to me… as though we needed someone such as he to …’ 
 
    ‘Caroline, do not be so harsh,’ reprimanded her sister, mockingly. ‘Sir William wishes to be amiable and attentive. He is a most refined host.’ 
 
    ‘Effectively, he seems to be bestowing everyone with his attentions. Is he not currently with Mr. Darcy, who seems fully delighted that someone is paying him heed?’ noted Miss Elliot, far from being above making little biting comments. 
 
    The conversation resumed and became livelier, now focussed on the behaviour of Lydia and Kitty Bennet who, after having done everything in their power to attract the attention of the young officers in attendance, were now demanding that the dancing begin. These ladies sighed in the face of so little restraint and decorum, but agreed that this might liven up the evening somewhat, as the atmosphere was, according to them, waning. Already at the piano, Mary Bennet was thus summoned rather scornfully by her young sister to play a good jig. 
 
    ‘How strange,’ Anne Elliot said quietly, ‘Mr. Darcy just asked Miss Elizabeth to dance, and she refused.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Anne, you just have dreamt it! You know that Mr. Darcy has absolutely no interest in her.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely, that is what is so odd… As for Miss Elizabeth’s refusal, I…’ 
 
    ‘Miss Anne,’ Caroline Bingley interrupted suddenly, ‘do you remember what he said to us regarding the young woman in question? It still makes me laugh, thinking about it now. You too, Louisa?’ 
 
    ‘Entirely. In what way could a Miss Elizabeth, one who has practically never left the countryside, be of interest to Mr. Darcy, pray tell?’ 
 
    ‘You are likely right,’ agreed the young woman, thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Merrily did we drop 
 
    Below the kirk, below the hill, 
 
    Below the lighthouse top. 
 
    The Sun came up upon the left, 
 
    Out of the sea came he! 
 
    And he shone bright, and…” 
 
    Anne Elliot had finished getting ready for the night and was quietly reading The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, seated in an armchair next to the hearth, when she heard a knock at her door. 
 
    ‘I’m not disturbing you?’ asked her sister, closing the door behind her. 
 
    ‘No, I will be going to bed in a few moments. I hope you are not ill.’ 
 
    ‘But no. I will be unable to fall asleep until I have asked you a question that tormented me all evening.’ 
 
    Anne lifted her eyes, intrigued, to look at Eliza; since when had she been interested in her younger sister’s actions or in anything pertaining to her? 
 
    ‘Well, during the evening at the Lucas’, you confessed to finding it curious that Mr. Darcy would invite Elizabeth Bennet to dance and that she had refused him, am I correct?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, indeed. But why are you asking me this question?’ 
 
    ‘I would like to know why you said this,’ continued the older sister, without noticing her sister’s question. 
 
    ‘Well,’ the young woman began, hesitating, ‘you may laugh at me, but when Mr. Darcy expressed his opinion regarding Miss Elizabeth, I found it rather excessive. I had the impression that he wished, at all costs, to remove any attention to this person in particular. But this is merely my impression, and it is most probably in error, as you all pointed out to me, incidentally.’ 
 
    Eliza Elliot, seated in the armchair across from her sister, smiled slightly.  
 
    ‘Now that I have given you my reply, will you tell me why my impression suddenly interests you so much?’ 
 
    ‘I must admit that we were all wrong, and that you are right. At least this is what I believe. As does Caroline.’ 
 
    ‘And what does Miss Bingley have to do with all this?’ asked Anne, increasingly surprised by her older sister’s suggestions. 
 
    She then learned that Caroline Bingley, on seeing Mr. Darcy so contemplative, had approached him and told him that she was perfectly able to guess at the subject of his musings; that is, that evenings such as this must most certainly be tedious for him, with so many people of little significance. In response, he told her that she was incorrect and that his thoughts were much more pleasant in nature. 
 
    ‘And you will never guess what he disclosed! He admitted, while contemplating Elizabeth Bennet: ‘‘I have been meditating on the very great pleasure with which a pair of fine eyes in the face of a pretty woman can bestow.’’ What do you think of that?’ 
 
    ‘And it was Miss Bingley who provided you with this information?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, and believe me, she was green with envy.’ 
 
    ‘In my opinion, Mr. Darcy must have regretted expressing himself in such a manner.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Anne, because Caroline is currently doing everything in her power to become the future mistress of Pemberley. I must confess that I find this all rather entertaining and it adds a bit of excitement to a little stay in the country. Do you not feel the same?’ 
 
    ‘No, not really. Poor Miss Bingley. But you can reassure her, as Miss Elizabeth refused to dance with Mr. Darcy.’ 
 
    ‘But how could one refuse to dance with a fortune such as his, an estate such as his!’ 
 
    And then Eliza Elliot left, leaving her sister perplexed in the face of the extremely enlightening thought that she had just expressed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter III 
 
      
 
      
 
    In which Caroline Bingley learns 
 
    that one can send an invitation 
 
    without taking responsibility 
 
    for all the consequences 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine Morland closed the book in her hand when she heard the sound of footsteps approaching the small room where she was seated while waiting for her friends to finish their morning ablutions. 
 
    ‘Oh! Catherine! How are you? Nobody told me that you were here.’ 
 
    ‘I must admit that I am somewhat early, but it was so beautiful that, as soon as I’d finished my breakfast, I told Aunt Philips that it would do me good to take in some fresh air, and that I would take advantage of this to come and see you.’ 
 
    ‘What are you reading? You know how much I like reading. I’m curious to find out what interests you.’ 
 
    ‘In fact, Mary,’ began the young woman, with some hesitation, ‘I am not yet as mature as you, and I read… novels, that, I am certain, would be of no interest to you.’ 
 
    Whereupon she placed the book on the cushion on which she was sitting, partially hiding it in the folds of her dress. 
 
    ‘Indeed. To lift the spirits, one can do better than reading novels, I agree, but I would merely have liked you to show me your book.’ 
 
    ‘Mary, can’t you see that you are causing Catherine some discomfiture,’ interrupted Jane, kindly smiling at their young friend while making her way to an armchair next to the hearth, where she sat and resumed with her embroidery. 
 
    ‘Catherine has no need to feel ill at ease, I was simply curious as to what she likes reading.’ 
 
    ‘Mary, each of us has the right to choose what we prefer. Right now, Catherine, what I enjoy reading are collections of poetry, and even if this is not to Mary’s liking, it does not keep me from reading them.’ 
 
    ‘Is that true, Jane?! You like poetry? I did not realise.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I like the way in which things around us are described; everything appears much more beautiful, more exquisite in certain poems, such as the poetry by William Cowper, which I am currently rereading.’ 
 
    ‘In fact, I like this type of novel,’ she confided, pulling her book out of its hiding place. 
 
    Jane put down her work and took the book that Catherine was holding out to her. In a quiet voice, she read, ‘The Mysteries of Udolpho by Mrs. Radcliffe. This rings a bell, I have heard tell of this woman. She also wrote The Romance of the Forest, which Miss Watson seems to have greatly enjoyed.’ 
 
    ‘I totally agree! In this one, I am following the destiny of a poor orphan, Emily St. Aubert. It takes place in southern France, as well as in Italy, and I can hardly wait to find out if she will be able to marry Valancourt, despite everything keeping them apart!’ 
 
    ‘You read this type of story? I do not believe I would be able to do so, I am in need of something much more serious, something that makes me think.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Mary,’ interrupted her older sister, gently, ‘perhaps you should change what you are reading and include a few novels, purely out of pleasure.’ 
 
    ‘What you say is true, Jane, reading novels transports me to imaginary worlds, something I find exceedingly delightful. But perhaps Mary is right,’ Catherine admitted, in a conciliatory tone, ‘and I should also try to read works that are more serious, such as books about history.’ 
 
    ‘History books, how dreadfully boring!’ exclaimed Lydia, bouncing into the room. ‘You are hopefully not going to lock yourselves indoors to read on such a beautiful morning!’ 
 
    ‘Well, what do you suggest?’ asked Kitty, who was coming from the dining room, where she had just finished her meal. 
 
    ‘We could go to Meryton, where we will most certainly cross paths with some of the officers under Colonel Forster’s regiment. Come, Catherine, instead of reading about adventures, let’s go delight in some of our own!’ 
 
    ‘Lydia, you’re going too far,’ Jane intervened. ‘Are you certain that Father would allow you to go for reasons such as this?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, we will behave, I promise. You can, after all, come with us!’ Kitty suggested. 
 
    ‘No, I’d prefer to stay here,’ answered Jane, taking up her embroidery again, ‘but Catherine will surely be happy to join you. Lizzy should soon be back from her walk, and I’d like to have a discussion with her…’ 
 
    ‘You wish to talk to her about the charming Mr. Bingley, do you not?’ 
 
    ‘Lydia, I beseech you! Try to show somewhat more self-restraint,’ replied her older sister, in a tone that was as strict as she could muster. 
 
    Then Mary moved towards her piano, exasperated by the frivolity of the discussion, and the two youngest left, with Catherine in their wake, her novel in one hand, her hat in the other. 
 
    Jane sighed quietly. What a household! Lydia and Kitty spoke of nothing but the officers. As a consequence, Mr. Bingley’s great fortune, which was enough to excite the imagination of their mother, meant nothing to them, compared to the red uniform of a second lieutenant. Mrs. Radcliffe and her novels, all told, would incur much less damage than a contingent of young men “released” into a little village in Hertfordshire. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Bennet was obliged to interrupt his reading of the Battle of Trafalgar when someone knocked at the door of his library, where he habitually sought refuge from the incessant whirlwind created by his family, or at least a significant portion thereof. 
 
    ‘Yes, what is it?’ 
 
    ‘My dear Mr. Bennet, it’s a wonder! Jane received a letter, and…’ 
 
    ‘And what is it about the fact that my eldest daughter has received a letter that gives you the right to disturb me in my reading? Can it not wait? I’m at the attack where Admiral Nelson…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, everyone knows that he was killed, it can wait a moment. Listen to me! It’s a letter from Miss Bingley.’ 
 
    ‘And who is this Miss Bingley?’ sighed her husband, begrudgingly. 
 
    ‘Good Lord, my dear, what world do you live in? It is the sister of Mr. Bingley, the new tenant at Netherfield Park. I spoke of him to you several times.’ 
 
    ‘You are right, but where were my thoughts? You have been speaking of nothing else since the evening at Meryton, so much so that I’d hoped he might suddenly twist his ankle, so that we no longer have to hear you talk of him ad nauseam!’ 
 
    ‘Well, brace yourself, because we shall be talking even more about him! Imagine, Miss Bingley has invited our daughter to dine with them. A charming letter, elegant handwriting; everything points towards an accomplished young lady. Do you not find our Jane fortunate?’ 
 
    ‘Do you wish to say that I must hitch up the horses and…’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr. Bennet. It has all been taken care of, she will go there on horseback.’ 
 
    ‘On horseback?! Come, Mrs. Bennet, for my eldest daughter, who is so accommodating, it would be a pleasure for me to…’ 
 
    ‘Shush, my friend. Leave everything to me. Trust me, I have a plan.’ 
 
    Mr. Bennet did not even have the opportunity to put a word in edgewise, his wife had already left his lair. From elsewhere in the house he heard his wife’s shrill voice barking orders for the mare to be saddled right after tea. He sighed, despite himself. Did his gentle and charming Jane deserve to be subject to such schemes? Because there was much scheming afoot, of that he was certain. He momentarily closed his eyes; he had been sharing his life with Miss Fanny Gardiner, now Mrs. Bennet, for twenty-three years, and still he was unable to reconcile himself with this idea. Fortunately, his two eldest daughters sweetened all these years of misunderstandings and bitter quarrels that were the fabric of their everyday lives at Longbourn. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth, having returned from her daily walk, entered the room where Jane was doing her embroidery. Surprised to find the house so quiet, provided one chose to ignore Mary’s more or less arduous exercises on the pianoforte, she cosily settled in beside her older sister. 
 
    ‘Lizzy, I’m glad that I am able to talk to you in utter peace and quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Why, what is it? Did Father decide to send some of our sisters to boarding school?’ she asked, laughing. 
 
    ‘Alas, no, Lydia dragged Kitty and poor Catherine to Meryton where, as you know Colonel Forster’s regiment has settled for part of the season.’ 
 
    ‘I heard one of Mrs. Long’s nieces tell of it and our evening at Lucas Lodge confirmed the rumour. In my opinion, if I were to place my faith in the “maturity” of the youngest in the family, this will lead to no good.’ 
 
    ‘I am in full agreement. But that is not what I wanted to talk to you about. In fact, I need your advice.’ 
 
    ‘I am all ears,’ teased Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘I am a bit angry at our mother,’ Jane began, her eyes on her work. ‘It’s not that I wish to criticise her for her actions and mannerisms, but at times…’ 
 
    ‘Oh Jane!’ interrupted her sister, ‘do not excuse yourself. We know all too well what is at issue when it comes to Mother. Come, tell me instead what irks you.’ 
 
    Jane smiled at her; everything was always easy with Elizabeth. And then she reached into her embroidery basket and withdrew her anthology, opened it, and gave her sister the folded piece of paper that was inserted within its pages. 
 
    ‘First, read this letter. I shall explain to you afterwards what it is that is troubling me.’ 
 
    Elizabeth took the letter. The slightly scented quality letter paper intrigued her. She read: 
 
      
 
    Netherfield Park, the 15thof November 1810 
 
    Dear friend, 
 
      
 
    If you do not indulge me by coming to dine with the Elliot ladies, Louisa, and myself today, we are at risk of quarrelling for the rest of our days; you will thus avoid insipid gossip and internal disputes. Come as soon as you have received this missive. My brother and his friends shall be dining with the officers. 
 
      
 
    Most sincerely, 
 
    Caroline Bingley 
 
    She smiled maliciously and returned the letter to Jane. She was not mistaken about this dear Miss Bingley; the style and tone of the message confirmed the opinion she had made as soon as she had met the new neighbour’s sisters. 
 
    ‘I suppose that you would like my opinion regarding this letter. Well, the tone seems rather affected…’ 
 
    On seeing the look of dismay on Jane’s face, Elizabeth made her suggestions somewhat more nuanced. She had no wish to alarm her sister; on the contrary, it was clear that she had to accept the invitation. It was the only way to enter into the circle of acquaintances of the new tenant of Netherfield.  
 
    ‘Jane, I was exaggerating. This invitation is a fine one, and I encourage you to accept it; to refuse would probably greatly trouble one of the residents, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Jane blushed in response to the allusions made by her sister, but she did not feel she should hide the interest she had in the young man from her sister. 
 
    ‘This calls for some reflection,’ she said, smiling. 
 
    ‘Well, do me a favour and make your reflections quick!’ 
 
    Then, in a more serious tone, Jane added, ‘What bothers me is the reaction of our mother when she read the letter.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon me? Mother read it?’ 
 
    Jane lowered her head, troubled at having to disclose the lack of tact exhibited by Mrs. Bennet. Mrs. Hill delivered the letter directly to Jane, but when her mother saw that it was from Netherfield Park, she did not even give Jane a chance to read it. 
 
    ‘Do you mean to say that Mother practically tore the letter from your hands?!’ 
 
    ‘She justified her actions by explaining to me that it was important, that it had to do with my future. Oh, Lizzy! Sometimes I find all this lack of restraint discouraging. And yet you know how much I love our family!’ 
 
    ‘Jane, there is no need for you to feel badly, I understand completely, believe me! And you accepted, did you not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but our mother decided that I should go there on horseback.’ 
 
    ‘On horseback?! Come, Jane, this is ridiculous. After all, it will soon be raining.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly therein lies the problem.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean to say that Father did not offer you the use of the carriage?’ 
 
    ‘Mother stopped him and he preferred to comply, rather than contradict her. She added that it was very well thus; the rain would oblige me to spend the night in Netherfield.’ 
 
    ‘No! How is it that we have a mother such as this?!’ cried Elizabeth, angered by such audacity. 
 
    ‘Shush! Lizzy, I have no wish to create conflict in our home. There is already enough with Kitty and Lydia. But good lord, how much I would prefer that our mother meddle herself less in our future!’ 
 
    ‘And that is an understatement! But Jane, are you not looking forward to this invitation? Besides, Miss Elliot and her sister Anne shall also be there. The more I think about it, the more I tell myself that Miss Bingley has ceded to the insistence of her charming brother.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Lizzy, you only wish to tease me so that I might blush!’ 
 
    ‘And I see I am succeeding wonderfully, my dearest Jane, wonderfully!’ Elizabeth said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    And so Jane Bennet left Longbourn on her steed, following one of the paths that skirted the estate to make her way to Netherfield Park. She was both upset with the way in which she had to get there, and happy to be held in esteem by such distinguished young ladies. She struggled to banish from her mind the fact that two of these women had a brother of whom she was growing increasingly fond. But was it not simple pretention on her part to think that a young man such as Charles Bingley could truly be interested in a young lady from the country? Her thoughts were interrupted by a clap of thunder, immediately followed by a heavy downpour, and she was only halfway there. 
 
    ‘How wretched! How can I possibly present myself in a state such as this? What will they think of me?’ Jane asked herself unhappily, attempting to wipe away the rain pouring down her face with her gloved hand. 
 
    At last, she was able to see the residence through the curtain of rain. With relief, she saw one of the servants rush to help her dismount. Her clothing soaked through and through, she had barely reached the stairs leading to the entrance when she was overcome by a wave of shivering. She was almost in tears when she presented herself to her hostesses. 
 
    If any of the ladies surmised the manoeuvre Mrs. Bennet was responsible for, they did not show it, and poor Jane was warmly welcomed, particularly by Miss Anne, who noticed her distress. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The rain could still be heard hitting the window panes when Mrs. Bennet, seeing the message that Jane had sent to Longbourn through her younger sister, interrupted her daughter’s thoughts, saying, ‘Lizzy, don’t concern yourself with such a trifling matter, your sister has caught a cold and she will soon recover. It will just be a matter of days. Trust my years of experience!’ 
 
    Elizabeth preferred not to answer. In any case, what could she say in response to a mother who was capable of schemes such as this in the interests of advancing her daughter! And Caroline Bingley had most likely been quick to bring this maternal strategy to light. The mere thought made her shiver. But to abandon poor Jane to this nest of vipers – the longer she thought about it, the less she felt she could allow such a thing occur. She unfolded the letter and reread it: 
 
      
 
    … do not worry about me; my migraine, my sore throat and my fever are doubtless temporary. I shall return as soon as possible… 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve decided. I shall go to Netherfield Park to see how Jane is feeling,’ Elizabeth stated firmly, on coming into the dining room, where the rest of the family had already sat down to a meal. 
 
    ‘Lizzy, you have absolutely no business there!’ Mrs. Bennet exclaimed indignantly. ‘I am certain that our Jane is receiving the most attentive care. Besides, it is raining and your father cannot hitch up the carriage for you.’ 
 
    ‘No, my dear, you are mistaken,’ her husband interrupted curtly, ‘do not have me say something I did not. This carriage could have been used yesterday, and it can also be used today.’ 
 
    ‘How contrarian you can be at times! It will be of no benefit to your second daughter to present herself at Netherfield without having received an invitation.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs. Bennet, please know that certain people with whom you are acquainted are able to act without having an ulterior motive as to how their actions can be “beneficial”, as you so clearly state. Lizzy, my child,’ continued Mr. Bennet, turning towards his daughter, ‘I can make the carriage available to you.’ 
 
    ‘We can take advantage of this to get to Meryton,’ suggested Lydia, stealing a complicit glance at her sister. 
 
    ‘It’s true, Lizzy, use the carriage and we shall accompany you part of the way,’ said Kitty. ‘We can go see if Catherine would like to join us on a walk.’ 
 
    ‘And we may chance upon a few officers. It seems that a final party of Colonel Forster’s regiment has just arrived!’ 
 
    Mrs. Bennet smiled indulgently at her two youngest daughters while her husband took no pains to emphatically declare that he had the misfortune of having the two most foolish girls of all of Hertfordshire under his roof. 
 
    ‘Father, you are most kind,’ said Elizabeth, giving him a reassuring smile, ‘but since it has stopped raining, I shall go on foot and …’ 
 
    ‘On foot! Come, Lizzy, what a silly idea! It is more than three miles,’ interjected Mrs. Bennet. 
 
    ‘Mother, I have made up my mind and I shall be leaving right now. This way I shall be back before day’s end.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Kitty, let us get ready too!’ Lydia exclaimed, jumping from her chair. 
 
    Mr. Bennet returned Elizabeth’s smile and then looked skyward, sighing. All that was missing was the sound of Mary emphatically hammering out some chords on the pianoforte to cause him to rush back to the refuge of his precious library. Indeed, he reached it just before Mary began attacking one of Clementi’s sonatas. 
 
      
 
    The walk did Elizabeth a great deal of good, as she always found it difficult to remain confined indoors for longer periods. Living with a mother such as Mrs. Bennet had caused her to develop a keen interest in nature and long walks. She was therefore surprised when the rooftops of Netherfield Park came into view before she even felt the least bit tired. However, she was less surprised when she saw the state of her boots and her petticoats, which were caked in mud. The paths were full of ruts and the fields were still very wet, what else was to be expected? She attempted, unsuccessfully, to put back in place several strands of hair, unruly in the wind. She dropped her hands in resignation; her attempt at making herself more presentable had been in vain. The thought brought a smile to her lips, as she was already picturing the look of horror on the faces of the ladies of the house, for whom appearance was paramount. Then her thoughts turned to Jane, and everything else lost its importance. 
 
      
 
    In the semi-darkness of the bedroom, Elizabeth leaned over the bed and, using a cool cloth,wiped her sister’s forehead, which was bathed in sweat. Gratefully, Jane gently squeezed her arm. 
 
    ‘My dearest Jane, I know that you wished for me to come, but that you did not dare ask in your letter. How can our mother show so little sensibility? I am absolutely mortified.’ 
 
    Jane’s eyes shone a little brighter; it was most likely due to the fever, but Elizabeth understood that her older sister shared her sense of humiliation. She, so discrete, had become the centre of attention in the household; she was causing everyone so much trouble. These thoughts were not the least bit conducive to her recovery, but when she saw her dearest sister at her bedside, she began to relax. She must have dozed off for a short time, because when she awoke, she heard the voice of Anne Elliot, who had come to inquire as to her state of health. To assure her visitor, she endeavoured to turn her head and smile slightly. 
 
    ‘Miss Bennet, I hope I did not wake you? I have come to check on your condition. You appeared to be in such ill health yesterday that I took the liberty to come and disturb you. Please excuse me.’ 
 
    ‘You are truly kind, Miss Anne, to come to my sister’s bedside. All I can tell you is that her fever and her migraine do not really appear to be improving. Perhaps things will be better at the end of the day.’ 
 
    ‘I must admit that I am not alone in my concerns. Mr. Bingley, who was not entirely satisfied with the responses given by his sisters with regard to Miss Bennet’s condition, took me aside and discretely asked me to come see her and to truthfully tell him how things are.’ 
 
    Then, turning to Jane and addressing her warmly, she added, ‘I can truly understand your discomfiture at finding yourself ailing so far from home, but rest assured that Mr. Bingley is a very attentive host.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Anne,’ Jane replied, swallowing with difficulty, ‘I am deeply touched by your kindness. I am sure I shall get well soon, do not worry yourself.’ 
 
    Elizabeth, happy to see that inquiries made into her sister’s health were so affectionate, smiled tenderly at her sister while covering her back up. Jane continued, her voice faltering, ‘Could you please tell Mr. Bingley that I am most appreciative of his solicitude regarding my health and that I hope I am not causing him too much trouble.’ 
 
    Exhausted from the effort, she closed her eyes. The two young women left her bedside to allow her to rest. They conversed for a few minutes, and then Anne Elliot left the room, after recommending that Elizabeth present herself to the drawing room so as to be the one to deliver the news regarding Jane’s health to Mr. Bingley. It might be necessary to call an apothecary if Jane were still so feverish come evening. Elizabeth could only agree with this suggestion, relieved to have found such a sincere ally in this young woman. The alliance would sadly only be a brief one, as the Elliot sisters were to return to Kellynch Hall the next day. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    ‘Anne,’ Elizabeth said sharply, drawing her gaze away from the countryside rolling past them, ‘you should not have mentioned that we have financial problems, you have caused us embarrassment.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Eliza,’ her sister said, in an attempt to placate her, ‘I did not go into great detail, I only hinted at it, in order to explain why we were leaving for Bath…’ 
 
    ‘No, you do not understand,’ her older sister said impatiently, cutting her short. ‘The thought that this might reach the ears of their brother did not occur to you. I would like to point out that he would be a suitable match, despite the source of his fortune.’ 
 
    ‘It’s rather obvious that Mr. Bingley’s attentions are directed at an entirely different person.’ 
 
    ‘This alliance shall never be, believe me!’ 
 
    ‘And what causes you to say that?’ 
 
    ‘Caroline shall make sure of that. I know of this from a reliable source. Miss Bennet, in case you did not know, does not have a fortune, and has very few relations. She can truly not aspire to a marriage such as this.’ 
 
    ‘Mr. Bingley, however, appears to be deeply smitten. Can one not hope, in this day, to marry for love?’ inquired Anne, lowering her voice as though she were talking only to herself. 
 
    ‘Come now, I hope you are not still thinking about this frigate’s captain? What was his name, again? Indeed, this is no longer of any importance. Fortunately, everything was settled years ago. Perhaps you should have accepted Charles Musgrove’s proposal, and then you would have well and truly forgotten this captain what’s-his-name!’ 
 
    ‘Eliza, I forbid you to speak to me in this way! You will never understand, so do not make judgements,’ retorted Anne, her eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    ‘After all, dear sister, you are the one to have followed the advice of Lady Russell. So have mercy, and do not lecture me,’ Elizabeth Elliot exclaimed, exasperated. 
 
    The carriage was filled with an uncomfortable silence. Anne picked up her book again, so that her sister would not see the degree to which she was affected by her sister’s comments regarding her unfortunate story of love. It had almost been seven years… 
 
    ‘You could at least have kept quiet in front of Caroline and her sister,’ continued Miss Elliot, ‘because Mr. Bingley means nothing to me. However, his friend, Mr. Darcy, could be a very compelling match. Naturally, I shall have to ignore the interests of Caroline Bingley.’ 
 
    ‘Eliza, how can you dream of treating your friend Miss Bingley in such a way, after she so kindly welcomed us into her family?’ asked Anne, taken aback by the statements made by her older sister. 
 
    ‘In my opinion, as the daughter of a baronet, I have a bigger chance than she,’ continued Miss Elliot, ignoring her sister’s interruption. ‘Admittedly, he is haughty and austere, but what are minor flaws such as this when one considers his fortune, his estate, his London residence… Yes, he would be the perfect match.’ 
 
    ‘You are correct, a perfect match, nevertheless…,’ said Anne Elliot, ambiguously. 
 
    ‘What is it that you are trying to imply?’ 
 
    But her younger sister had reimmersed herself in the poetry of Coleridge. As it was clear that Miss Elliot had seriously lacked any tact in the conversation that had just taken place, she was under no illusion as to what her sister might have replied; she felt slightly resentful. Anne could be so vexatious. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until the end of the third day, several hours after the visit from Mr. Jones, the apothecary, that Jane’s fever dropped and she began to feel better. She was at last able to take in a clear broth. Elizabeth, to distract her, told her about what had happened since she had arrived to take care of her. 
 
    ‘First of all, I must tell you that I made an entrance that caused tongues to wag.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ asked Jane, curious. 
 
    ‘Imagine, I had just traversed the three miles between Longbourn and Netherfield Park on foot, through the mud, as you can surmise, after the rainstorm that you had to brave. In short, my petticoats were covered in mud, at least the bottom six inches, and one could have sworn that I had not coiffed myself at all, as the wind had wreaked such havoc on my hair. Imagine, I presented myself, without prior warning, at the hour when our hosts were in the dining room. How I would have loved for you to see the look on the faces of these ladies. Who would have thought they could open their eyes so widely! I believe that my behaviour shocked more than one person – more than one lady, to be precise.’ 
 
    ‘You are unbelievable! I can picture it perfectly. This wouldn’t be the first time for you to return from a walk, your petticoats and the bottom of your dress completely soiled!’ 
 
    ‘It’s true, but in this case, I was not at home, facing one of our sisters or our father, believe me! I made an extremely poor impression, but I care not – I came here to see you. Deep down inside, I knew I was arriving in enemy territory.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Lizzy, why must you say such a thing? Our hosts have been so attentive. I am still so troubled at having put them in a situation such as this.’ 
 
    ‘You say that our hosts were very attentive, but I must correct you on this. Some of our hosts truly were attentive, and sincerely so. I am certain that, when I was not present, comments made about me by Miss Bingley and her sister were not very charitable, particularly after the departure of Miss Anne, who was truly upset by the situation.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true, I had forgotten that the Elliot ladies left yesterday late morning.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Miss Anne appeared, how shall I say, very concerned for your well-being, even if she was, like us, a guest. Even Mr. Darcy, so cold and haughty, inquired after your health. As for Miss Elliot, she is a friend of Caroline Bingley’s through and through: the same air of superiority and the same false sense of friendship.’ 
 
    ‘Come Lizzy, I am sure you are mistaken and that Caroline Bingley was accommodating and played her role of hostess perfectly. As for Mrs. Hurst and Miss Elliot, I am certain that they are very accomplished young women.’ 
 
    Her younger sister was unable to keep herself from saying, ‘Indeed, Jane, I can attest that these young women are highly accomplished!’ Her tone carried a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    What Elizabeth did not tell her sister was the brief exchange that she’d had with Mr. Darcy precisely with respect to women’s accomplishments. Of course, she was unable to contradict the last comment made by her interlocutor with respect to the essential benefit, whereby reading contributed towards the development of the intellect… and judgement, she would have liked to add. But to have someone list the numerous qualities that a young woman aspiring to be recognised in society should cultivate had annoyed her to the utmost. As hypocrisy was not in her nature, she had chosen to be frank by commenting to Mr. Darcy that she highly doubted that such a woman existed. The flood of proof issued by Caroline Bingley and her sister had caused her to quickly return to her book; however, her small mocking smile had not escaped the person to whom this comment was addressed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    ‘Elizabeth Bennet,’ said Caroline Bingley, as soon as the door had closed behind their guest, ‘is one of those young women who attempts to assert herself with the opposite sex by belittling their… and I believe that many men fall for it, but, in my opinion, this is a most vile contrivance.’ 
 
    ‘Without a doubt,’ replied Darcy, to whom these words were specifically addressed, ‘there is something vile in all the contrivances which women resort to for the purposes of seducing us.’ 
 
    Miss Bingley felt too little satisfaction with this response to allow her to insist more. It was Louisa Hurst, coming to the rescue of her sister, who continued: ‘Caroline and I cannot believe it. How impertinent and conceited she is, for a young countrified woman! You cannot contradict us in this regard, because…’ 
 
    ‘Louisa,’ interrupted her brother, ‘I see no impertinence in the actions of Miss Elizabeth, and if you wish to know, I wonder what side conceit is on. As for me, I consider the young Bennet women nice neighbours whose company I enjoy.’ 
 
    Fitzwilliam Darcy, initially irritated by these attacks by the hostesses of the house, ended up smiling at his friend, who had just defended the two guests. Before he could reply, Mrs. Hurst added, ‘We are most aware, Charles, that everything pertaining to Miss Bennet, directly or indirectly, is perfect. After all, isn’t she an angel?!’ 
 
    The complicit smiles between the two sisters exasperated Darcy. 
 
    ‘If my sister had the misfortune of falling ill, particularly when away from her home, I would have greatly appreciated a person coming to her bedside out of affection. Is not attention such as this one of the most desirous qualities of an accomplished young woman?’ 
 
    ‘Evidently, Mr. Darcy, if Georgiana were to find herself in a state of ill health, we would come immediately, Louisa and I, regardless as to where she might be,’ Miss Bingley hastened to add. 
 
    ‘I thought I knew of perhaps five or six young women who were truly accomplished, Miss Bingley,’ he concluded coldly, not taking his eyes from her. ‘Now, I rather wonder that I believed I knew so many…’ 
 
    At this point he realised that he had just uttered the comment made by Elizabeth Bennet; he found himself dumbstruck, and then a shadow of a smile began to form on his lips. 
 
    The ensuing silence was interrupted by Mr. Hurst, who brought the focus of his fellow card players back to the game, not having noticed or understood anything of the bout going on around him. Darcy made use of this opportunity to return to the letter he was writing to his sister. 
 
    ‘I forgot to inform you,’ began Charles Bingley, happy to create a distraction and to lighten the atmosphere somewhat, ‘that I received confirmation this morning of the arrival of one of my college fellows. Frank Churchill and I finished in the same year, and we remained in touch all this time. I saw him in London at the start of autumn. He had just come from Weymouth, where he had spent a good portion of the summer. I had just signed the lease for Netherfield Park, and I invited him to come visit us straightaway.’ 
 
    ‘Frank Churchill, what a good idea!’ exclaimed Miss Bingley, lifting her gaze from the game. ‘Louisa, prepare to meet a true gentleman, well-educated and very charming. Charles, finally a good initiative!’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Caroline,’ he said, finding it difficult to conceal the exasperation he felt towards the opinions that his sister felt obligated to express in response to every utterance. 
 
    ‘Bingley, have I already met your friend Churchill?’ asked Darcy, sealing the letter he had just finished. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t believe so. However, you know the region he hails from, because I have already heard you talk about your friends the Knightleys from Donwell Abbey.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, George and John Knightley, the sons of a close friend of my father’s, and who predeceased him by several years. I even went to visit George over the summer.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t this just before you went to Ramsgate regarding your sister, Mr. Darcy?’ Miss Bingley, who had an excellent memory with respect to the comings and goings and the encounters of the master of Pemberley, inquired sweetly. 
 
    Darcy confirmed by nodding his head, but did not utter a word in response. 
 
    ‘It seems that Frank’s mother, who died when he was but five years old, had married a gentleman from the area near Highbury,’ Bingley continued. 
 
    ‘I hope that he likes hunting and playing cards,’ Mr. Hurst interjected, without even lifting his eyes from his game. ‘It’s high time that we have somewhat more exciting guests.’ 
 
    Louisa Hurst cast an embarrassed glance at her husband. He was aware of nothing, so deeply was he occupied with resolving a serious dilemma: which of his cards should he play, and could he allow himself an umpteenth glass of brandy? He decided that the second problem had top priority, as he was definitely ahead in the game when it came to his hand. 
 
    ‘It would be a pleasure for us, Charles, to welcome Mr. Churchill,’ said Caroline, in an attempt to draw attention away from her brother-in-law’s behaviour. ‘When are we to expect him?’ 
 
    ‘He is coming on Thursday. I hope that Miss Bennet is feeling better, because I would like to introduce her to him,’ said Bingley, getting up to serve himself some port wine. ‘And because Churchill is a very nice young man, it will be my pleasure to also introduce him to Miss Elizabeth.’ 
 
    Darcy looked at his friend and raised a questioning eyebrow. Why did he feel he had to present Miss Elizabeth to Frank Churchill? He did not have to wait long for a response. Turning his back to the card table, Charles Bingley quietly admitted to him that he was not happy with the welcome that his sisters had shown the young Bennet ladies, particularly Miss Elizabeth, who had been so kind as to come take care of her older sister. In his humble opinion, they had fallen short in their duties as hostesses. 
 
    ‘The fairer sex always finds delight in Churchill. I swear, as I have already witnessed it with my own eyes, he would be able to converse with Miss Elizabeth in the most agreeable manner, and as she is quite charming herself, they shall get along famously! I will thus thwart my sisters’ plans and unburden you…’ 
 
    ‘You will unburden me? What is it that you wish to say?’ 
 
    ‘Come, Darcy, it is rather apparent that you have no interest in consorting with Miss Elizabeth, and this has been the case ever since you first met her at the Meryton ball.’ 
 
      
 
    In hindsight, Darcy realised that this was the second time in one day that attempts had been made to relieve him of Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s presence. He recalled the scene of that morning, when he was joined by Miss Bingley on the little hornbeam path. She had made some passionate recommendations regarding his domestic happiness, her voice tinged with sarcasm and, jealousy too, he thought to himself. 
 
    ‘You could give your mother-in-law some good advice on the importance of holding her tongue and, at the same time, try to cure your two young sisters-in-law of their passion for military men. Then,’ she added, her audacity growing, ‘could you not make this hint of impertinence and conceit that characterises your notion of a lady disappear?’ 
 
    Feeling rather vexed, he was on the point of replying, when the voice of Mrs. Hurst surprised them; she had just reached them, Miss Elizabeth at her side. 
 
    ‘It is very inconsiderate on your part to simply vanish without letting us know.’ 
 
    Having expressed herself, she took Mr. Darcy’s free arm; Elizabeth found herself alone, behind the trio. 
 
    ‘We can’t all walk abreast on this path. Let us go to the alley, where we will have more space,’ he hastened to say, aware of the rudeness of his companions. 
 
    Against all expectations, Elizabeth began to laugh. 
 
    ‘No, no, do not concern yourselves. On the contrary, Reverend Gilpin would be elated, because the three of you form a beautiful tableau, and my presence would spoil the composition!’ 
 
    On this note, she gave a mischievous curtsey. She had vanished before anyone had time to react. While the Bingley sisters triumphantly drew attention to the young lady’s unseemly independent spirit, Darcy followed her with his gaze while she disappeared behind a thicket, once again seduced by her vivacity, both with respect to her actions and her words. And then he had to submit himself to completing this walk, in which the conversation alternated between perfidious comments and malicious observations on the young country women and their ignorance of true society. After all, did they not, right here amongst them in Netherfield, have the best of examples to emulate?! Initially rather disturbed by the comments of his companions, Darcy eventually calmed himself: they were helping him release himself of the burden of Miss Elizabeth, and was that not what he wished? 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The two gentlemen had been studying and annotating the books that the agent for Netherfield Park had left to the new tenant. Darcy’s advice proved to be insightful and Charles Bingley, for whom this entire experience was new, was content that his friend had accepted to help him with this monumental task of managing an estate. They had even considered inquiring into a threshing machine, which would greatly speed up the work. This agricultural machine had proven its worth at Pemberley, and Darcy considered it a real benefit; it had increased productivity while considerably reducing the gruelling work typically done by hand. 
 
      
 
    The office required some work before it could be considered as such, and so they had decided to settle into the library. While it was not as large as the library at Pemberley, which was worthy of mention, it was one of the most beautiful in the region and Bingley was rather proud of it, though he was not a voracious reader. Being by nature a charitable person, he was delighted when his friend came to visit and, in fact, Darcy’s steps took him there almost every morning after his horseback ride. He found stillness there, something that the presence of a certain Miss Bingley made impossible. It is worth noting that, not being an enthusiastic reader, she did not come to the library often. She found the smell of books bothersome; they gave her migraines. This room thus became a peaceful haven for Darcy for the duration of his stay in Hertfordshire. 
 
    ‘The westernmost fields of the estate are almost wastelands and are poorly drained,’ Bingley explained, pointing to an area on the map showing the boundaries of the Netherfield estate. ‘Peter White, the young sharecropper who farms the adjacent fields informed me of this.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have the impression that he knows whereof he speaks?’ 
 
    ‘Completely. He came to see me because he would like to be able to plant them. He told me in jest that he had come to test the waters!’ 
 
    ‘The people of the shire are very enterprising, don’t you think, Charles?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I see that as a quality, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘It depends.’ 
 
    In response to the questioning look on his friend’s face, Darcy continued, ‘Yesterday, when the ladies of Longbourn came to visit, I was truly under the impression that Mrs. Bennet had also come to test the waters, in her own way.’ 
 
    ‘Come, Darcy, she came on request of Miss Elizabeth to see if Miss Bennet was doing better… But it’s true that she rather quickly changed the subject,’ he affirmed, thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘It was clear that she was assuring herself of your interest in the estate and in her eldest daughter. She exhibited a rather disturbing lack of restraint. However, I noticed Miss Elizabeth blush and attempt to steer her mother’s topic of conversation in a different direction. Did you not also notice this?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I find you are rather harsh in your judgement. You forget that these ladies had the goodwill to come here to see Miss Bennet, who was truly suffering.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, but I cannot help but ascertain that these women exhibit a certain degree of opportunism. The youngest, who asked you to hold a ball, and her sister, who suggested that you invite some officers, under what guise would you place behaviour such as this, Bingley? If that is not opportunism, I beg to know what is!’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. I agree that there is some evidence of shortcomings with regards to their education… which is not manifest in Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth,’ Bingley stated, hoping to conclude the conversation, as he did not much like the turn it had taken in the past few minutes. 
 
    ‘On this point I must concede that you are correct. Alright, to continue where we left off, this young Peter White, is what he says regarding these poorly drained fields correct?’ 
 
    ‘I think that we should go see for ourselves tomorrow and evaluate the situation before making any decisions.’ 
 
    ‘I must confer that you learn quickly,’ Darcy said, smiling at his friend. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The evening had just started when Elizabeth, accompanying her sister, presented herself in the drawing room. Charles Bingley joined them immediately, visibly gladdened by the appearance of Miss Bennet. Still pale, she insisted on thanking him sincerely, apologising for any trouble she may have caused. He responded, with great congeniality, that she had not caused the least bit of trouble. The two young women were then presented to Frank Churchill, who had arrived early that afternoon. He bowed before Jane Bennet and inquired as to her health, and then left her in the attentive care of Bingley, and asked Elizabeth if he could keep her company. She invited him to take a seat, and, as Charles Bingley had predicted, the spell was cast. It must be noted that Mr. Churchill had everything in his favour: an amicable smile, a baritone voice that one could never tire of, and he was most agreeable in appearance. His welcoming manner touched Elizabeth more than she might have expected. After the hypocritical solicitude of the Netherfield ladies, the boorish behaviour of Mr. Hurst and the coldness of Mr. Darcy, what young woman would not have been moved by the charms of a certain Frank Churchill?! And what young man would not have been impressed by the vivaciousness of a certain Elizabeth Bennet? Particularly after having been subject all afternoon to the bitter comments of the sisters of his friend regarding the insignificant inhabitants of Hertfordshire. Fortunately, the men had returned from their hunt, rescuing him from the talons of these two harpies. He was thus rather surprised to notice that, if the male inhabitants were apparently insignificant, the female inhabitants were far from it. Miss Elizabeth was evidence of a highly spirited young woman with a lovely temperament. As for Miss Bennet, and the mere fact of seeing Bingley hasten to her side, gave the impression that she was, by all appearances, as pleasant as she was pleasing to the eye. The evening appeared to him to suddenly improve significantly, and he thought to himself that this stay, by all accounts, would be most enjoyable. This observation, alas, was not that of Miss Bingley who, seated at the piano on the arrival of the two sisters, could not prevent the presentation from becoming an invitation. She was thus witness to the pleasure that her guests were having in conversing and the sound of Elizabeth Bennet’s light laugh hurt her ears whenever it reached her. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing could exceed the consternation which seized the English when they received intelligence of the unfortunate battle of Hastings, the death of their king, the slaughter of their principal nobility…” 
 
    Someone else, seated somewhat apart from the others, was attempting to read the page in the book he was holding for the third time; it was Mr. Darcy. Not that this passage from The History of England was particularly hard to understand. Rather, what seemed difficult for him to understand was what was going on inside of him: why did the interest that Frank Churchill was displaying towards Miss Elizabeth perturb him so profoundly, whereas he had deliberately chosen to no longer be interested in her? The situation changed quickly when Louisa Hurst replaced her sister at the piano. Mr. Darcy’s centre of interest had not escaped Miss Bingley’s notice, and she moved towards Elizabeth Bennet, proposing to walk around the room in her company, would that not be an excellent diversion after having remained motionless for so long? This also proved to be a good strategy, as it attracted Fitzwilliam Darcy’s attention, while making Frank Churchill available. Bingley, noticing his sister’s manoeuvre, hastened to invite the young man to join in the conversation he was having with Miss Bennet. A few minutes later, he offered to pour a cup of tea for the convalescing young woman, which she accepted with the most benevolent of smiles. He neared the tray placed on a small side table by a servant when he caught the end of the conversation between Darcy, Miss Elizabeth and Caroline. 
 
    ‘To be incapable of forgiveness, that is quite a flaw! But you have chosen well, Mr. Darcy, because one cannot really laugh about it,’ Elizabeth emphasised, mockingly. 
 
    ‘Mr. Darcy, allow me to reassure you that withdrawing your esteem for someone who does not at all deserve it, even if it is, as you say, definitive, is not, strictly speaking, a flaw,’ interrupted Miss Bingley, who could not suffer the thought of someone criticising the master of Pemberley. 
 
    Without even taking into consideration the interruption, Darcy added, for the intention of Elizabeth Bennet, ‘There is, I believe, within each of us, a natural flaw that the best education cannot hide.’ 
 
    Because this comment was heard by everyone, silence filled the room, but the rather dry retort by Elizabeth was immediate. 
 
    ‘Yours is the tendency to despise your equals.’ 
 
    ‘And yours is to take a malicious pleasure in distorting their thoughts,’ countered Darcy, in the same tone. 
 
    More affected than he let on, he delved into his reading of Hume. Jane Bennet, discomfited, lowered her eyes. Decidedly, her sister would never change, always so lively and direct. Not a single word escaped the notice of Frank Churchill and he could not help but steal an admiring glance at this Miss Elizabeth, able to stand up to the sombre and taciturn Fitzwilliam Darcy. This, of course, was the source of much displeasure to Miss Bingley who, exasperated by the situation that she was responsible for provoking, turned towards her sister to subtly solicit her help. The latter began to play a catchy tune on the piano when she heard her brother, aware of the discomfort, resume the conversation on a more mundane subject. 
 
    ‘Frank, as you just arrived in Hertfordshire, what are your initial impressions?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t really had the time or the opportunity to form an opinion, but this region reminds me of the one where I was born, Surrey.’ 
 
    ‘Really, Mr. Churchill, would you be prepared to return and settle there?’ asked Caroline Bingley, who hoped to find in him an ally against her brother and his taste for the country. 
 
    ‘I… I can’t confirm that,’ the young man replied, hesitating for a few seconds. ‘But if I think about it, yes, I could picture myself settling there, just like Bingley, if the company is just as pleasant.  
 
    ‘You are right. That is what I have incessantly been trying to explain to my sisters, ever since my arrival here at Netherfield,’ replied Bingley, looking deliberately at Miss Bennet who, feeling a blush creep across her face, lowered her eyes to her hands, primly crossed on her shawl. 
 
    ‘Charles,’ Darcy intervened, ‘I believe I could succeed in convincing you to leave Netherfield, persuade you that, if need be, this would be better for you.’ 
 
    ‘You believe that your bond of friendship would justify a decision such as this on the part of Bingley,’ commented Frank Churchill, his tone sceptical. ‘In any case, I do not feel that I have such a strong influence over any friend, unless it is because I am clearly lacking in certain talents.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ Bingley stated sarcastically, ‘let us not forget any of the details of the problem, including the size and weight of the protagonists.’ 
 
    ‘Although Mr. Darcy is larger than you, I doubt that this would be sufficient to distract you from your decision,’ added Jane Bennet, timidly. 
 
    ‘This counts much more than you might believe, Miss Bennet,’ he continued in jest, happy that the young woman was showing interest. ‘I assure you that if Darcy was not such a large and vigorous man, I would not show him half the respect I show him now!’ 
 
    ‘Mr. Bingley,’ said Elizabeth, a glimmer of mischief in her eyes, ‘I dare not imagine the fear that Mr. Darcy might inspire on a rainy Sunday evening in the dark countryside of Derbyshire, particularly if he has nothing to do!’ 
 
    There was an eruption of laughter in response to the somewhat impertinent comment of the young woman; Frank Churchill seemed most amused. This was far from being the case for the ladies of Netherfield, who witnessed the attention of the young people constantly turned towards the local guests, despite the immense effort they had invested in the evening. As for Mr. Darcy, who was at first surprised by the remark, the features of his face hardened, but if one were to look more closely, one might have detected a hint of interest in his eyes, fixed on the mutinous face of Elizabeth Bennet. In any case, this is naturally what Miss Anne Elliot would have seen, had she been there. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The carriage rolled onto the roadway and disappeared. Charles Bingley went back inside. Miss Bennet had gone and taken a bit of him with her. Because he was not morose by nature, he climbed the stairs, four at a time. The ball! He had to start planning it and invite Miss Bennet! Oh yes! And obviously, all of Meryton would be in attendance. And then, tomorrow or the day after, he could return to Longbourn to inquire as to the health of the charming convalescing young woman. What a good idea it had been to come settle in Hertfordshire! No, decidedly, with all due respect to Darcy, nobody would make him leave Netherfield Park so easily. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter IV 
 
      
 
      
 
    In which we will be happy to learn that, 
 
    because ridicule does not kill, 
 
    Mr. Bennet will be able to continue to mock 
 
    the peculiarities of his fellow men 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs. Philips could not help but smile widely when she passed by the little drawing room, from which issued the sound of lively conversation and bursts of laugher. While the young servant helped her mistress don her woollen cape, Mrs. Philips gave her some instructions. 
 
    ‘I shall not be back before four thirty this afternoon because, after going to the seamstress, I plan to see Mrs. White, so I shall not be back in time for tea. Susanna, you shall therefore serve tea when Maria Lucas has arrived to visit with my nieces.’ 
 
    Mrs. Philips had barely made it out the door when Maria, out of breath, presented herself. The young girls, happy to see each other again, had so many confidences to exchange. After all, a full forty-eight hours had passed since their last encounter. 
 
    ‘I have some news, but it’s of little interest,’ Kitty began, ‘as it has nothing to do with the officers.’ 
 
    ‘Still, let us know,’ Maria Lucas impressed upon her, as she had felt rather bored the last two days. 
 
    ‘We have a visitor.’ 
 
    ‘And your visitor’s not interesting?’, asked Catherine, reaching for a scone. 
 
    ‘No, not in the least. In fact, it is the cousin of our father, and we have to be polite and treat him with kindness… even if I find him absolutely ridiculous,’ exclaimed Lydia, taking another biscuit from the plate Susanna had placed near her. 
 
    In this regard, the effusive youngest of the Bennet girls was probably correct. Just as Elizabeth, who had pointed out, once their father had finished reading aloud the letter from Mr. Collins, that the style was rather pompous, and that he appeared to be a singular character and one had to wonder whether he was a man with a great deal of sense. To which their father had replied that he would most certainly discover that the opposite was true. In addition, his letter exhibited a combination of servility and importance that intrigued him, whence his great impatience to make his acquaintance. 
 
    ‘Ridicule? How so?’ 
 
    ‘Imagine, Mr. Collins likes to bestow the ladies with compliments, and Father asked him if his compliments came to him spontaneously, or whether he had prepared them beforehand,’ Kitty explained, laughing. 
 
    ‘Oh, in general, spontaneously,’ Lydia said, imitating Mr. Collins’ bombastic tone. ‘I also enjoy preparing some in advance, but I always force myself to employ them as naturally as possible!’ 
 
    They burst into laughter on hearing the impersonation performed by Lydia, who was exceptionally good at ridiculing a situation. 
 
    ‘And why do you have to be nice to him?’ Maria Lucas continued. 
 
    ‘Because, if Father dies, the Longbourn estate will be passed on to him,’ Kitty explained. 
 
    It should be noted that Jane and Elizabeth tried, in vain, to make their mother understand that it was an entail, and what it meant, from a legal perspective. They had even tried on several occasions, but Mrs. Bennet refused to listen to the voice of reason when it came to this subject. She persisted in protesting bitterly against the cruelty of disinheriting a family with five daughters in favour of a man about whom nobody cared. And lo and behold, who should turn up but the person in whom nobody had concerns and who was the cause of so much worry to Mrs. Bennet. 
 
    ‘An entail? What a horrible thing!’ exclaimed Maria. ‘And why is this cousin coming to see you now? After all, your father seems to be in good health.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I believe that there was some rancour between Father and Mr. Collins’ father.’ 
 
    ‘So, this is why he has come to pay you a visit. He is taking steps towards a reconciliation. That stands in his favour, don’t you think?’ commented Catherine, whose education in her father’s parish made her more charitable. 
 
    ‘Oh no, Catherine, it’s not at all what you think it is.’ 
 
    ‘What do you wish to say, Lydia?’ asked the younger of the Lucas daughters. 
 
    Kitty and Lydia looked at each other, and, in a confidential tone, told their friends that it appeared that the true reason that had brought Mr. Collins to Longbourn was that he was in search of a wife. Yes, yes, a wife! Their cousin had apparently received orders from his benefactress, a certain Lady de Bourgh, that he marry and quickly return to the Hunsford parish with a humble young woman from a good family, one who was capable of running a household. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Collins, who had received this order in the spring, had barely had the time to devote himself to this type of pursuit. It should be known that the former was lacking in intelligence, but neither education nor experience had helped him address this issue. Despite this, he had come because he conveniently remembered the existence of his cousins. And he had the presence of mind, for once, to kill two birds with one stone: to proffer the olive branch of reconciliation, a gesture that could not be more Christian in nature, and in quest of marriage, one that would fulfil the wishes of his patroness and attenuate, in a matter of sorts, the entail on Longbourn. All that remained was to offer one of his five cousins the marvellous prospect of reigning over the Hunsford parish under the gracious shadow of Lady Catherine de Bourgh. 
 
      
 
    On leaving the home of their Aunt Philips, the young Bennet ladies, accompanied by Maria Lucas, met Elizabeth, Jane and Mr. Collins, who were out for a walk to Meryton. Lydia elbowed Maria and lifted her chin towards her cousin, whereupon they laughed amongst themselves. The group was crossing the main street just when Capitan Denny approached them. And who was accompanying the captain? An elegant young man whose only flaw appeared to be the fact that he was not wearing a military uniform. Nevertheless, he attracted the gaze of all the women in the group, even though Denny felt some resentment. While Mr. Collins struggled to understand the paramount importance of this confluence, twenty steps away or so, Mrs. Goulding, returning from the haberdashery, immediately saw the significance of the scene unfolding before her. She paid even more attention when she saw two men on horseback approach the small group. One of them dismounted to greet the young ladies, but, to her great surprise, the other, after hesitating momentarily, continued on his way. When he reached her, Mrs. Goulding recognised the rider to be Mr. Darcy. She was not really surprised. Since the evening at Meryton, her first impressions had been confirmed: this man, despite his fortune, was haughty, even disdainful. But the entire scene was worth retelling. For this reason, her steps, which were supposed to lead her home, took her instead directly to Mrs. Philips, who had returned home a short time ago. While the latter did not have any children, she had always taken the interests of her sister Fanny, who had five daughters to marry, to heart. After revelling in her neighbour’s colourful narrative, Mrs. Philips decided to extend the invitation to her little evening gathering to the newly arrived man, a certain Mr. Wickham, who hastily accepted, much to the delight of all of the fairer sex. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth had the opportunity to observe Mr. Collins at the height of his art when he was presented to their hostess. It must be said that the veneration that was inspired by his noble protector, combined with the high opinion he had of himself and his pastoral authority, gave her cousin a singular blend of servility, vanity and obsequiousness. All of this seemed to escape Mrs. Philips, who amicably welcomed him and invited him to join her and a few friends for a game of cards. Moved by this attention, Mr. Collins nevertheless asked his charming cousin for permission; he did not wish to distance himself from the object of his attentions, as he in no case wished to fail in what he considered his most important task. When he sat down at the card table, Elizabeth came to the realisation that, of all the Bennet girls, she was the one who had been chosen to bring happiness to her cousin, and, of course, to be the fourth player at the table in a game of whist at Rosings Park in the absence of more noble visitors. Somewhat discouraged by this thought, she sought refuge at the other end of the room and was delighted to see Mr. Wickham get up from the table where several guests were playing casino and move towards her, a smile on his face. At last, the evening promised to be interesting.  
 
      
 
    The officers from the regiment, for the most part, were from good families, and the most distinguished amongst them were present that evening, but the elegant appearance and manners of George Wickham were no less superior. This is, at least, the impression that most of the female guests had on being presented to him. There were, therefore, a few envious looks when he bowed before Elizabeth and began a pleasant conversation with his happy interlocutor. 
 
    ‘What do you suppose Mr. Wickham is telling your sister?’ Catherine Morland quietly asked Kitty. 
 
    Kitty raised her eyes to take in the scene. Then, leaning towards Lydia, she whispered something into her ear, but as the card game demanded their full attention, the matter was pursued no further. As soon as the game was over, Lydia quickly got up, joined Elizabeth, and successfully managed to enchant her interlocutor so much, that he’d soon asked her stole her sister’s interlocutor to bring him to dance; Mary had agreed to play a melody that was more captivating than John Field’s concerto, which she had been labouring over for some ten minutes. 
 
    ‘You see, Catherine, all I had to say to Lydia was that Elizabeth seemed very much to be appreciating the conversation of a certain new officer,’ Kitty said, laughing. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t have, Elizabeth will be so angry. That’s all my fault, I’m too curious!’ 
 
    ‘Or too sentimental!’ her friend interrupted. ‘You thought he was murmuring sweet nothings into her ear, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘In any case, that does not seem to be pleasing Lydia,’ Catherine added, in an effort to bring the topic of conversation to someone else. 
 
    ‘Nor Mr. Collins. Look, he has just returned to Elizabeth, and I can imagine that she is already sighing,’ commented Maria Lucas, who had followed the exchange between the two young girls with great interest. 
 
    ‘It appears you are correct, Maria. Mr. Collins is bestowing Lizzy with all his attention. Now that you mention it, I realise that my mother must have explained to our cousin that Jane was already as good as engaged, and so he must have decided to set his sights on the second eldest in the family.’ 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Longbourn, the 19th of November 1810 
 
      
 
    Dear Anne, 
 
      
 
    I hope that this letter finds you well and that the weather is somewhat nicer in Somerset than it is here, where it has been raining for two days. Thank you for your kind letter. There is no longer any need for you to worry about Jane’s health; she has fully recovered. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, we were at our Aunt Philips’s yesterday evening; she had invited several officers, including a certain Mr. Wickham, who had been presented to me that very morning. I know you are discrete, and so I must admit to you that his manners are most charming and that he is a handsome man. However, he appears to have experienced a highly distressing situation that changed the circumstances of his life. Can you imagine that the person who robbed him is one who both you and I know… Mr. Darcy! I know that this seems rather difficult to believe, but the details that Mr. Wickham disclosed to me can hardly be fictional. Imagine that his father was the steward of the Pemberley estate; he and Mr. Darcy grew up together. When Mr. Wickham’s father died, Mr. Darcy’s father, who had always held the young man in great esteem, promised him a vicarage so that he could establish himself. Alas, Mr. Darcy’s father died five years ago, and when Mr. Wickham came to claim that which had been promised to him, it was denied him. Is that not horrible? 
 
      
 
    I am certain that this story moves you as much as it moved me. Of course, I recounted the details to nobody else except Jane, as you can appreciate; I do not wish to divulge the woes to which poor Mr. Wickham was subject. But I cannot help but be offended by the extreme lack of compassion shown by Mr. Darcy, never mind the lack of respect he has shown towards the memory of his father! Dear Anne, you, who are… 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, there you are, Lizzy! At last I have found you,’ exclaimed Jane, coming into her sister’s room. ‘Oh, I’m disturbing you, please excuse me.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s fine, I can finish my letter to Anne Elliot later. Do you need help?’ 
 
    ‘Miss Anne! I hope that she and her sister are well. Mother is waiting for us in the small drawing room, we have visitors,’ said Jane, her beautiful face lit up with a smile. ‘You will never guess who has just arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Simply looking at you and I know everything! Mr. Bingley is certainly one of the visitors, or am I wrong?’ asked Elizabeth, laughing at her sister’s look of embarrassment. 
 
    ‘Is my joy that obvious? In that case, I must calm myself before going back downstairs.’ 
 
    Elizabeth smiled tenderly at her sister. Jane, so gentle and serene, unable to hide the emotion that this visit gave rise to. Who would have predicted this? 
 
      
 
    The high-pitched voice of Caroline Bingley reached the ears of the two oldest sisters before they had even reached the bottom of the stairs. Elizabeth, sighing, looked over at her sister, but she was so occupied with putting a strand of hair in place that she did not notice a thing. Jane was as charming as Miss Bingley was exasperating! 
 
    ‘Dear Mrs. Bennet, it was impossible for us to not come and deliver this invitation in person. After all, Miss Bennet’s stay with us at Netherfield endeared her even more to us. We insisted that we be the ones to deliver this news, is that not correct, Louisa?’ 
 
    The entire discourse was delivered in a tone that was so affected, that Elizabeth clenched her teeth together, but she would do anything to encourage this devotion to Jane … and so she smiled at the visitors; her gaze lingered on Mr. Bingley and she saw in his countenance a good measure of honesty – he was truly sincere. Indeed, he had barely bowed when the two young women entered the room, and already he was inquiring into Jane’s health. Jane smiled at him and his question was hastily answered by Mrs. Bennet, who stated that her eldest daughter was doing better, much better. 
 
    ‘Charles, allow me to reveal to Miss Bennet and her sister the reason that we have come in person,’ said Caroline Bingley, whose tone barely hid her rather forced enthusiasm. ‘We have come to invite you to the ball that we shall be holding on the 26th of November, and having heard that you have a relative who is staying in Longbourn, it would be our pleasure to extend our invitation to him, also.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Bingley, how kind of you! I am certain that Mr. Collins, who is presently at the Meryton parish, will be moved by your kind consideration. Wouldn’t you agree, Lizzy?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ replied Elizabeth after a brief hesitation. ‘That is truly generous of you.’ 
 
    ‘Mr. Collins will regret not being able to thank you in person, but my daughter will give him the wonderful news on his return. In fact, Lizzy, you should have accompanied Mr. Collins this morning; I feel that this is your duty.’ 
 
    Elizabeth was so embarrassed by her mother’s inappropriate comment that all colour drained from her face. What would their guests think? These ladies already seemed to be thinking about it, because they exchanged discrete smiles that did not escape her notice. 
 
    ‘Mrs. Bennet,’ Charles Bingley interrupted, ‘I must inform you that in addition to the people in the area, some of our friends will also be in attendance. I convinced Mr. Darcy to extend his stay until at least this date. It seems that another of my acquaintances, Mr. Willoughby, will grace us with his presence. I am also pleased to inform you that Mr. Churchill will be present. Your two eldest daughters made his acquaintance when they were in Netherfield. Isn’t that true, Miss Elizabeth?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ replied Elizabeth, blushing despite herself. It will truly be a pleasure to see him again!’ 
 
    One could add here that, in all likelihood, Frank Churchill would also be very happy to renew his acquaintance with Miss Elizabeth, but that this would be far from being the case for Miss Bingley. The latter still felt a certain degree of bitterness when she thought about the evening in which Mr. Churchill was presented to the Bennet sisters. 
 
    ‘Could I add,’ Louise Hurst interjected, wishing to change the subject, ‘that our friends the Dashwoods will be at the ball. Mr. John Dashwood just inherited a vast estate in Sussex. It is even possible that my husband and I will go there for a short sojourn; this couple is most agreeable to spend time with. I should add that Mrs. Fanny Dashwood’s maiden name is Ferrars.’ 
 
    Because the Bennets looked somewhat taken aback, Caroline Bingley could not help but intercede. 
 
    ‘The Ferrars are very good people. Mrs. Ferrars has been a widow for close to a decade. Fortunately, she has two sons, the oldest of which, Mr. Edward Ferrars, will inherit a fairly sizeable fortune. Incidentally, he is friends with Mr. Darcy. Several years ago, they made the acquaintance of one another in Plymouth, and they have been seeing each other regularly since.’ 
 
    ‘Caroline, there is no need to emphasize details such as this. All these people will meet each other soon, and I hope that you will be pleased with the first ball at Netherfield,’ exclaimed Charles Bingley, smiling at his hostesses. 
 
    ‘No, Mr. Bingley, say no such thing. These are details which, I dare say, do not fall upon deaf ears,’ insisted Mrs. Bennet, her eyes glinting. 
 
    ‘It will be a pleasure for us to meet all these people at the ball, as well as seeing Mr. Churchill again. How considerate of you to stop here at Longbourn for the sole purpose of inviting us!’ Jane said, directing her prettiest smile at Mr. Bingley, who did his best to forget the previous comment, which was rather untoward. 
 
      
 
    When Mr. Collins had come back from his visit to the parish and the youngest daughters had returned from their walk to Meryton, where they had gone to meet with Catherine Morland, the invitation to the ball at Netherfield was read aloud to them. The reverend waxed eloquent on the extraordinary condescension exhibited by the Bingleys in including his humble person on the list of guests, and he hastened to accept the invitation, much to Elizabeth’s chagrin. As for the youngest daughters, their exclamations and excessive outbursts of joy reached such heights that Jane and Elizabeth were relieved that the visitors were not present to bear witness; the comments of their mother having been sufficiently embarrassing, they had no wish to extend the ordeal. However, rest assured that Elizabeth and Jane were gladdened by the thought of soon being able to dance in the great halls of Netherfield Park; the only difference being that they were overjoyed for different reasons. 
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter V 
 
      
 
      
 
    In which we find that criss-crossing 
 
    during the ball at Netherfield Park 
 
    is not just confined to dancing… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing appeared to increase Fitzwilliam Darcy’s enthusiasm when he reflected, on several occasions, on the ball given by his friend. At least this is what Miss Bingley noticed, as certain members of the house could not escape her furtive glances. Happy that the sentiments of the master of Pemberley were in tune with hers regarding social events, she was extremely obliging and charming until the distant cousins were presented. These cousins, Mary and Henry Crawford, were the younger sister and brother of Mrs. Grant, whose husband was a relation of Mr. Hurst’s and who also took a noteworthy pleasure in indulging his palate. After a short stay in the capital, they were returning to the parish that had been ceded to Dr. Grant some months ago. And of course, they would be pleased to stop in Hertfordshire on their way to Northamptonshire to visit with their dear Edward and their dear Louise, and why not benefit from the generous invitation extended by Charles Bingley to partake in the ball the following day. Naturally, Mary Crawford, had the perfect attire for an evening such as this. Naturally, this did not please Miss Bingley in the least; however, she had to make a good impression, as several saw the arrival of the young people as a welcome diversion. It must be noted that it had been raining for several days and the atmosphere in the drawing rooms of Netherfield Park was heavy with monotony. Mr. Churchill’s hasty departure to the bedside of his ailing aunt was met with great sorrow. It is for this reason that the arrival of these distant cousins provided for a bit of excitement, even more so because Mr. Willoughby, who had been expected to arrive the day before, had still not presented himself. In short, Miss Crawford managed to cheer up Mr. Hurst, entertain Charles Bingley and pique the curiosity of Mr. Darcy. Her responses always seemed more spirited and original than those of the other young women present. She had the consummate art of attracting attention, particularly that of the gentlemen. It is for this reason that Miss Bingley’s mood gradually worsened as the day progressed and the ball approached and the more Mr. Darcy, in her estimation, ignored her. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Miss Crawford had caused the master of Pemberley to smile on numerous occasions, but he very quickly divined the young woman’s game. She was not the first, nor would she be the last, to try her luck with a bachelor such as this; she merely did so with more spirit and humour. While his manservant brought him his clothing, Darcy’s thoughts had taken an entirely different route: he had been presented to John and Fanny Dashwood, who had arrived from Norland Park in Sussex, and he still doubted that Mrs. Dashwood was the sister of Edward Ferrars. How could his friend, who was so timid and humble, possibly have a sister such as this? And then he thought of Charles and Caroline Bingley, and he smiled, despite himself. These two young men, who, while they were both very different, were pleasant to be with, were both saddled with terrible sisters, yes, truly terrible. Fortunately, this was not the case for him. Georgiana… Suddenly overcome with anxiety, he made an unexpected movement that surprised his manservant, who was showing him his shirt. 
 
    ‘Spencer, return in about ten minutes, and then I shall be ready to get dressed.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, Sir.’ 
 
    After bowing, the servant quietly left. Darcy went to his desk and took out the last letter from Colonel Fitzwilliam, which was dated just a few days earlier. He quickly skimmed over the usual news: Earl and Lady Matlock were well, the ***th regiment was installed near Dover, Lord *** had once again been the subject of a scandal published in the press… and then his cousin told him that he had spent some time in London and had visited Georgiana. Darcy reread the colonel’s confidences: 
 
      
 
    …I was as moved as you were by the misadventures of Georgiana and I still blame myself for not having been more vigilant when we hired Mrs. Younge. Fortunately, the distressing Ramsgate episode is gradually moving further into the past, but Georgiana still appears to be very shaken by what this scoundrel Wickham caused her to endure. Admittedly, she welcomed me with her usual kindness; however, it was apparent to me that her gaze lacked vitality. She is no longer the young girl who I took pleasure in teasing. She is a charming young woman… still aggrieved. However, allow me to reassure you that Mrs. Annesley is an excellent lady companion who carefully watches over our pupil. I left them after having accompanied them to the Museum of… 
 
      
 
    Lost in thought, Darcy put the letter back down. Yes, he too found himself shouldering a great deal of the blame for his lack of vigilance, even if he ceaselessly repeated to himself that he had been deliberately duped. How could he have known of the ties between Mrs. Younge and George Wickham? Regardless, his father had entrusted him with Georgiana, and it was his duty to protect her. He closed his eyes for a few moments and felt himself calm down; Georgiana would recover, he simply had to be patient and have faith in her. Were they not connected by a deep affection, particularly since becoming orphans? Very different from the connection between Caroline and Charles Bingley or Fanny and Edward Ferrars. These thoughts comforted him and he vowed to write a letter to his sister tomorrow to inform her of his intention to soon return to London, and to entertain her by recounting the anecdotes that would be sure to arise during the ball. He rang for Spencer, it was high time he prepared himself … to think that this cursed Wickham could already have plunged into the drawing rooms of Netherfield! His mood darkened at this thought, however, he pushed it away: he knew his enemy very well, all smiles and kindness when he wished, but a true coward in the face of adversity. No, of one thing he was certain: Wickham would shine in his absence. A furtive smile returned to his face when, once he was finally ready, he quickly looked at his reflection in the mirror. This evening, he would ask Miss Elizabeth Bennet to dance with him, even though she had refused his invitation when he last asked her. It was not because a charming young woman had a mischievous smile and spirited retorts that she could refuse a partner such as he, was it? And her eyes… he had often noticed how they sparkled. No! He simply wished to dance with her once, and then it would all be over and he would leave for London, where his true life was awaiting him. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In announcing to her friends the absence of the charming George Wickham, Lydia Bennet set loose the whirlwind of gossip that was circulating in the area to the left of the entrance to the grand salon, from where it was practically impossible to miss the arrival of guests. Discountenanced faces turned towards the young woman, who herself was extremely disappointed. But there were so many comings and goings that they were soon entranced by the sparkle of a jewel, the elegance of a frock or the style of some adornment. 
 
    ‘I assure you, Susan, that this elegant young lady is a guest connected to the people of Netherfield.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know, Kitty?’ 
 
    ‘I was near Jane when Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley presented her. Her name is Miss Mary Crawford and over there, the young man smiling is her brother, Henry Crawford.’ 
 
    ‘Her dress is splendid,’ declared Penelope Harrington, scrutinising the young woman. ‘And she is so affable! She is so at ease, it is as though she knows everyone.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, several gentlemen have already noticed her,’ exclaimed Lydia, nudging Harriet Long and pointing out three young men who were approaching her, clearly in good spirits. 
 
    ‘Did you see, Kitty, how much she resembles Catherine Morland?’ exclaimed Amy Bates, calling attention to a young woman who was making her entrance on the arm of a tall and timid young man. 
 
    ‘Alas, Catherine returned home the day before yesterday, she was most disappointed at missing the ball,’ confided Kitty. 
 
    ‘Particularly as she had missed the evening at Meryton, when her brother danced with Miss Thorpe,’ the youngest of the Bennets added, maliciously. 
 
    ‘We seem to have missed something rather interesting,’ stated Susan Long, who yearned to know more. 
 
    ‘Who is the couple approaching Mr. Darcy?’ asked her sister Harriet, discretely pointing her closed fan in the direction of where the master of Pemberley was seated. 
 
    ‘Oh! Mother informed me a few minutes ago,’ replied Margaret White, joining the little group. ‘That is Mr. and Mrs. Dashwood, friends of the Hursts. They have come to spend a few days in the area.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see Mrs. Dashwood’s attire?’ commented Lydia. ‘One might say that she is wearing an indoor dress to which a complete collection of feathers and ribbons has been added!’  
 
    ‘That may not be to your liking,’ interjected Amy Bates, ‘but it appears that this is the latest fashion.’ 
 
    ‘Are you certain?’ insisted Harriet Long, an incredulous look on her charming face. 
 
    ‘I looked through the pages of the latest edition of La Belle Assemblée at Miss Watson’s, and believe it or not, this particular dress was presented on its pages.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Amy, if what you say is true, I guarantee that we will not follow this fashion,’ Kitty said, laughing. ‘If I had the choice, I would rather have a dress like the one Miss Bingley is wearing, but I would certainly not like to have her haughty and pompous air!’ 
 
    ‘Nor I!’ opined one of the young Harrington ladies. 
 
    All the young women burst into laughter and each one looked at the various guests in search of the dress that she would have liked to wear. As can be ascertained, the conversation was resplendent in its profundity and shrewdness. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Mr. Collins had come to claim his rights alongside Elizabeth, who followed him, reluctantly. Now that the string quartet had begun to play, Elizabeth was subject to repeated missteps on the part of her cousin, and tried to avoid the worst. A few times, he moved in the wrong direction, stepped on a young lady’s foot, and collided with another dancer, all while excusing himself countless times. Exasperated, the young woman glanced at her sister, and what she saw caused her to relax somewhat. 
 
    Because gentle Jane opened the ball on the arm of the charming tenant of Netherfield, the fantasies of the women present swelled, particularly in the case of Mrs. Bennet. Miss Bennet, far from all the commotion, was conversing with Charles Bingley. 
 
    ‘Frank Churchill was most disappointed that he could not be here this evening, but his aunt, who began taking care of him when he was a young child, is very ill.’ 
 
    ‘I understand perfectly, Mr. Bingley, and I would have done the same in his stead.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know. Ever since you had the misfortune, though I do not like to use this word, to have suffered under my roof, I was able to witness the tender affection that unites you and your sister.’ 
 
    This barely masked allusion caused the young lady’s face to flush, and she hastened to find a subject less treacherous. This occurred in the form of a handsome young man who bowed before Miss Bingley and who, to Jane’s great surprise, caused her to laugh and even blush. 
 
    ‘Mr. Bingley, who is this guest who seems to be the source of such amusement to your sister?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that is Willoughby. John Willoughby. We found ourselves together in the month of July at Lake Windermere during the regatta between Endeavour and Victory. Obviously, he won his bet, and I lost mine. We’ve seen each other a few times since, in London. We were expecting him mid-afternoon. He must have become lost, which hardly surprises me! There is nobody like him to attract the attention of pretty young women. Caroline finds him terrible because he makes her laugh, all while being very … how can I say …. very mischievous. Beware, Miss Bennet, he is a real charmer.’ 
 
    Jane could not help but smile when she saw Miss Bingley, her cheeks flushed, extend her hand to Mr. Willoughby who, without a hint of embarrassment, in full sight of a fair number of the guests, brought it to his lips. 
 
      
 
    It was clear that John Willoughby was enjoying himself. He took great pleasure in causing his hostess to react, and his pleasure increased all the more whenever his gaze chanced upon some charming young woman in the arms of an insignificant dance partner, or so he presumed. While he took care to appear captivated by the remarks made by his hostess, nothing of the agreeable spectacle happening behind her escaped his notice. Indeed, it could be agreed that Mary Crawford was attracting looks and also comments. Would this pretty young woman, who was also a stranger, be well received by the women having daughters to be wed? And what could be said about the young women themselves, except that they paled in jealousy behind the protection of their fans. Fortunately, the party in question decided, at the end of the dance, to join Mr. Darcy, who was finishing a discussion with Richard Long, whose estate bordered on Netherfield Park. 
 
      
 
    The musicians took up a lively quadrille and Miss Crawford, wishing to attract the attention of the master of Pemberley, asked him, innocently, ‘Mr. Darcy, do you know the young lady whom my brother Henry asked to dance? He seems to be enjoying her company. Is she an acquaintance of yours?’ 
 
    Finding himself the object of the question, Darcy turned and saw none other than Elizabeth Bennet, who was responding to a very attentive Henry Crawford, a smile on her lips. 
 
    ‘Yes, Miss Crawford, this young lady is the sister of Miss Bennet to whom you were presented at the beginning of the evening.’ 
 
    This was issued in a tone that Mr. Darcy hoped was neutral, though he was finding Miss Elizabeth to be extremely generous with her smiles. 
 
    ‘Henry is unrivalled with regards to pleasing the most charming young women,’ responded Mary Crawford, who had noticed his attempt to appear detached. ‘It must be conceded that his is an undeniable talent…’ 
 
    Fortunately for Darcy, they were interrupted by Charles Bingley, in the company of John Willoughby, who eagerly wished to be presented to the exquisite Miss Crawford. The conversation had scarcely begun when Willoughby, showing himself to be a courteous gentleman, seized the opportunity to escort the young lady onto the dancefloor. While she was somewhat disappointed at not having been asked to dance by Mr. Darcy, Mary Crawford admitted to dear Miss Bingley later on that it had not really been necessary to coerce her into accepting an invitation such as this… 
 
      
 
    Not far from them, Mrs. Fanny Dashwood, partially concealed behind her fan, confided in her friend Louisa Hurst that in her opinion, the people here were seriously lacking in education. 
 
    ‘Look at these two shameless young women who just passed in front of us, laughing loudly and heartily. They should be ashamed!’ 
 
    ‘I wholeheartedly agree,’ sighed Mrs. Hurst. ‘It would be a veritable miracle if Mrs. Bennet managed, for once, to keep her youngest under control. But do not rely on it too much.’ 
 
    ‘Bennet? Is that not the name of the young lady who is once again dancing with your brother over there?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, we have been invaded by the Bennets… and Charles finds they possess a country charm that is most enchanting. Caroline and I are somewhat discouraged by this new passion for Hertfordshire and its inhabitants. Even Mr. Darcy seems exasperated by these neighbours, the Bennets.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of Mr. Darcy, tell me, Louisa, who does this extremely coveted gentleman defer to?’ asked Mrs. Dashwood, pointing her fan towards the scene that she was following with much curiosity.  
 
    ‘Heavens! Fanny, he just invited Elizabeth Bennet to the next dance…’ 
 
    ‘Another of the young Bennet ladies!’ exclaimed her interlocutor, who clearly found the situation more and more delectable. ‘I believe, my dear, that you must present me to Mrs. Bennet. I beg that you not deprive me of the pleasure.’ 
 
    Then, seeing that the situation was having a profound effect on her friend, she added, in a conciliatory tone, ‘Ah, really, Louisa! You must come rest in Norland Park as soon as you are able to leave the region.’ 
 
      
 
    A mere ten minutes later, Louisa Hurst found her sister in the small drawing room, where tables had been set up for piquet, whist and casino. The latter, playing the role of perfect hostess, exchanged smiles and pleasantries with the old guard of the region. These included, among others, Mr. Long, Mr. Goulding, one of the Mrs. White and, of course, Mr. Bennet, for whom dancing clearly held no attraction. Seeing her sister burst into the room unexpectedly, Caroline Bingley apologised to her guests and joined Louisa. They went to the grand salon, where several dancers were revelling in an Allemande. Louisa Hurst, with a nod of her head, pointed out to her sister one of the couples turning on the dance floor. Caroline Bingley’s face turned ashen in shock and then darkened with resentment. 
 
    ‘So, Anne Elliot may have been correct,’ commented Louisa Hurst, looking around. ‘See, Caroline, no one is talking of anything else.’ 
 
    ‘That the devil may take Miss Elliot! And all the Bennets, too!’ Miss Bingley uttered under her breath. ‘First Frank Churchill, and now Mr. Darcy!’ 
 
    ‘You have forgotten Henry Crawford. Elizabeth Bennet danced a quadrille with him.’ 
 
    ‘Him too! And lo and behold, Sir Lucas is getting involved. Good lord! Louisa, that is the final straw. All of Hertfordshire has front row seats so they can watch our brother in his role of stupid lover and Mr. Darcy as the blind heir!’ 
 
      
 
    The orchestra finally played a Cotillion and then withdrew. Dinner was to be served. Agitated, Kitty hastened to find Lydia. 
 
    ‘You will never guess! I danced with Chamberlayne right near Lizzy and Mr. Darcy and…’ 
 
    ‘And you wondered how our sister could have accepted a dance with such a person, is that it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but what is much more interesting is that I heard Lizzy say that when he met us the other day at Meryton, we had just made a new acquaintance.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true! George Wickham was accompanying Captain Denny.’ 
 
    ‘Well, this comment had an immediate effect. Mr. Darcy seemed even more haughty, and then, after a brief hesitation, he ended up saying that Mr. Wickham was gifted with pleasing manners that allowed him to make friends easily…’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I recognise my dear Wickham, so genial, so charming!’ 
 
    ‘No, wait, I have yet to finish. Mr. Darcy added this: “That he is able to keep his friends is less certain.” What do you think he was wishing to imply?’ 
 
    ‘I am convinced that Mr. Darcy is a heartless man and that he is benefitting from the absence of dear Wickham, who had to go to London, to malign him. This must not have pleased Lizzy…’ 
 
    On this, they hurried off in pursuit of two young officers who had been eyeing them for a few moments. They rushed directly in front of Lady Lucas, who was already seated beside Mrs. Bennet. The latter had the decency to furrow her brow a bit before letting her two young daughters pass… but her indulgent smile said much about her principles with regards to education. 
 
    ‘Well, Charlotte received an invitation from one of the Goulding sons, that must have caused you much pleasure, my dear friend.’ 
 
    But Mrs. Bennet paid no heed to the words spoken around her, or to the cold meats; she much less interested in the situation of the eldest of the Lucas or in the flavour of the jellied veal aspic than in the compliments bestowed upon her family that evening. 
 
    ‘Matthew Goulding is very nice, but he is the last of four boys,’ sighed Lady Lucas. 
 
    ‘Alas, you are correct. It is not like Mr. Bingley to my Jane. I could never have imagined such a bright future for my eldest!’ she exclaimed, subtly elaborating on the immense advantages of “capturing” an heir who, in addition, opened the door to opportunities for her other daughters. 
 
    Exasperated, Lady Lucas would have gladly scratched her overly exuberant neighbour, but as she was the wife of a dignitary who had been presented at the St. James court, she acquiesced and instead, directed her rancour at the meagre portion of vegetables garnishing her plate. As for Elizabeth, she reacted strongly to her mother’s comment, first blushing in humiliation, then by attempting to silence her. The situation was all the more shameful because Mr. Darcy, who was seated nearby, had most certainly heard every word. The effect was the opposite: Mrs. Bennet, her voice rising a notch, made it clear to her daughter that no gentleman would prevent her from expressing herself, even if he was from Derbyshire and if he truly was a gentleman, that went without saying. At that very moment, Elizabeth understood that dying of embarrassment was merely figurative, and that she would survive, so that she would be better able to observe Mr. Darcy scrutinise them and judge them. The latter, surmising the young lady’s emotions, suddenly became most engrossed in cutting the slice of meat on his plate. Elizabeth was grateful for this, though she doubted that he had acted solely out of compassion. Fortunately for both of them, Henry Crawford seated himself beside Charles Bingley, who was to Darcy’s right. His sister Mary soon joined them, leading a conquered Willoughby in her wake; she immediately monopolised the attention of all the young men present. The only one who was not subjugated or the least bit interested was the actual host of the ball, as he only had eyes for Miss Bennet. Turning his attention from the seductive Miss Crawford, Darcy observed his friend, and, at this moment, remembered the tactless comments of Sir Lucas. In fact, Bingley seemed so smitten that he no longer appeared to be seeing clearly. It was clear that the young woman in question did not have a dowry worthy of his name, it was clear that she had an outrageously opportunistic mother and it was clear that several members of the family exhibited manners that were inappropriate, if not vulgar. These were the thoughts going through Darcy’s head when he noticed that Caroline Bingley, who was whispering into Louisa Hurst’s ear, appeared to have reached the same conclusion. It was not difficult to comprehend that a formidable trio would soon put their heads together and get to work, undeniably for the good of dear Charles. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of someone performing a melody by Pleyel on the piano brought all these musings to an end. It was impossible to heed these thoughts, even more so because the young lady who was so brilliantly executing the music deemed it best to add her voice: “The last time I came …”. And while the lyrics of Burns floated through the room, Mrs. Dashwood, who, decidedly, was very much enjoying the little episodes of this ball, was unable to keep herself from interrogating her interlocutors in an artificially candid tone. 
 
    ‘It appears that one of these accomplished young women has decided to sit down at the pianoforte! And who do we have the honour of listening to, my dear Caroline?’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Fanny, that’s all we need,’ sighed Miss Bingley, infuriated by the situation. ‘It’s Mary Bennet. She is trying to make herself noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Another Miss Bennet!’ exclaimed Mrs. Dashwood. ‘How entertaining!’ 
 
    ‘There, we have been introduced to the entire Bennet family,’ Louisa Hurst hastened to add, smiling contritely at her sister, surprised by their guest’s comment. 
 
    ‘And so all told, there are five! Imagine, Caroline, that I have had the opportunity to observe each and every one of them, one at a time. They have distinguished themselves in the most original manner and I was most entertained by your sister’s comments.’ 
 
    ‘The pleasure is ours, my dear,’ concluded Miss Bingley, a forced smile on her pursed lips. 
 
    And then she recalled the discussion she had just had with Elizabeth Bennet. The latter had defended, tooth and nail, “poor” George Wickham, whereas anyone who was well informed knew that he was the son of a steward and that his behaviour towards Mr. Darcy was unacceptable. What behaviour? Miss Bingley was unable to specify, but she did not doubt the truthfulness of the facts: firstly, because Wickham was none other than Wickham and secondly, because the master of Pemberley clearly did not think highly of him. This was sufficiently adequate such that it could only be true and established, but it had displeased Elizabeth Bennet, who was disposed to thoroughly analysing everyone’s character. This time, Miss Bingley could not help but allow a genuine smile to brighten her countenance… At long last, this George Wickham might be an ally who could entice the Bennet ladies to follow in his wake, one in particular. 
 
      
 
    When the orchestra began to play again, the guests crowded into the salons and soon there was a gathering of the youngest of the young ladies under one of the enormous chandeliers. One can be certain that not even the smallest of details had escaped their notice. 
 
    ‘My heavens, did you see?! Mr. Collins addressed Mr. Darcy without having been presented to him,’ exclaimed Catherine Bennet. 
 
    ‘I believe your sister was unable to restrain your cousin and she was mortified,’ commented the eldest of the Longs, in a tone that refuted her support of the Bennet family. 
 
    ‘Come, Harriet,’ her younger sister scolded, ‘it’s not Miss Elizabeth’s fault if her cousin takes liberties such as this. Furthermore, he is not the only one to act in this way; did James Goulding not just bow before pretty Miss Crawford? Do you think she’ll accept a dance with him?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ interjected Amy Bates, nodding towards John Willoughby who, having finished his conversation with John Dashwood, was heading to their side of the salon. ‘And you? Which one would you choose?’ 
 
    ‘Without question, Mr. Willoughby!’ Lydia Bennet and Margaret White exclaimed, in unison. 
 
      
 
    It had become very late, making it necessary to leave the ball and return home. Elizabeth was secretly depending on everyone’s fatigue to enjoy a tranquil return to Longbourn; this did not include Mr. Collins, who was exuberantly vociferous, launching into eulogising his hosts, who had condescended to invite him. And what a fortune to meet the nephew of his benefactress, Lady Catherine de Bourgh! At the mention of Mr. Darcy, Jane looked at her sister, but Elizabeth raised her shoulders and did not say a word. After all, what was he? A wealthy bachelor who considered her no more than tolerable and not even pretty enough to ask her to dance, but who had since asked her to dance, twice. Why had she accepted to dance with him this evening? Her reaction had surprised her. It was probably because she did not expect it - or no longer did. Had she not subtly rejected him that evening, at her friend’s, Charlotte Lucas? He could not have not understood the allusion she made about his ungracious comment at the Meryton ball. And when she had provoked him, one evening, during her stay at Netherfield, while she was caring for her sister… and when she was speaking about George Wickham and he hastened to discredit the latter. No, she had undeniably granted too much attention to this gentleman, despite herself. If he even was a gentleman, Mrs. Bennet could have concluded. But the latter was busy bestowing Mr. Collins with compliments; he had not yet finished extolling the virtues of everything and nothing, and this at four o’clock in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



Chapter VI 
 
      
 
      
 
    In which one comes to realise, 
 
    thanks to Charlotte Lucas, 
 
    that happiness in marriage 
 
    is a chance event and that it is 
 
    therefore better for the sake 
 
    of prudence to abandon 
 
    all inclinations thereto 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Longbourn, the 29th of November 1810 
 
      
 
    My dear Anne, 
 
      
 
    I hope that your sister Mary is doing better and that your presence helped restore her health. I was saddened to hear that after your stay in Uppercross, you will leave for Bath. While several people have told me that they much appreciated this city, I understand that you are not travelling there with a light heart. Perhaps your sister Elizabeth or Lady Russell will help you discover its positive aspects. 
 
      
 
    I was much surprised by the story you told me about your estate, Kellynch Hall. Your father has decided to let it, and a certain Admiral Croft has settled there… and you know the brother of Mrs. Croft rather well. Furthermore, they were invited to dinner at the Musgroves. I sense that you are perturbed by all this, although I cannot gauge its significance. Anne, you who are so sensible, remember our evening at Lucas Lodge; you must not let yourself be affected by the situation… Rather, benefit from your excursion to Lyme and take the time to enjoy the beauty of this coastal region.  
 
      
 
    I shall attempt to distract you by recounting a misadventure that I recently met with. You will laugh, or at least smile. Imagine, someone asked for my hand in marriage. And I refused his offer. The proposal came from a certain Mr. Collins, having the vocation of pastor and connected to the paternal branch of my family. It is to him that Longbourn will be entrusted when my father dies. You most certainly know of this terrible arrangement, the entail; well, we have had this charming Damocles sword hanging over our heads ever since our parents failed to “procure” a brother for us. I beg that you not repeat my words, my design is to lift your spirits. It appears that I owe the pleasure of having received this most forthcoming proposal to maternal scheming. Here is how it was presented to me: “Barely had I crossed the threshold of this home when I saw in you the companion of my existence, but before I allowed myself to be transported by the outpouring of my emotions, it would perhaps be more proper to reveal to you the reasons that cause me to muse on marriage…” Dear Anne, Mr. Collins, being a pompous and ridiculous character, I had no choice but to reject him after having been assailed by the “outpouring of his emotions”. But, even after having clearly heard my refusal, he felt it essential to indicate that this was nothing more than coquetry on my part. Allow me to provide you with the response that I dealt him, word by word: “I do assure you that I am not one of those young ladies (if such young ladies there are) who are so daring as to risk their happiness on the chance of being asked a second time.” Good gracious, I swear that this will never happen to me! And you, Anne, would you refuse a marriage proposal in the hopes that you be asked a second time? Naturally, you will have guessed that Mother did not in the least appreciate my response; she reproached me for being too selfish… should I not have saved my sisters from the entail? Do you recall our discussion with Charlotte Lucas? We were, on that evening, rather sentimental. Well, let it be known that I have not changed my opinion; I will marry for love or I will not marry at all. My mother, obviously, went to Father to complain about my attitude, threatening to never speak to me again. Fortunately, my father closed the matter once and for all with one of his famous retorts. He informed me that I was faced with a cruel alternative, because from that day forward, I would be a stranger to one of my parents. “Your mother will never see you again if you do not marry Mr. Collins, and I will never see you again if you do.” I must simply admit my great relief upon this conclusion. 
 
      
 
    I close this letter in the hopes that I have distracted you somewhat and that you will soon regain your serenity. 
 
      
 
    My regards to your family. 
 
      
 
    Your friend, 
 
    Elizabeth Bennet 
 
      
 
    Barely two days had passed since her letter had left for Somerset and Elizabeth had an irresistible desire to write another. The news about discrete Charlotte had arrived and had caused quite a stir. Mrs. Bennet’s nerves had brought her back to a state of agony because, after all, it was a question of Longbourn! This young Lucas woman could, at the slightest sign of frailty in Mr. Bennet’s health, prevail herself of her rights as the future mistress of the estate. It was clear that even Lady Lucas, who had doubtless never felt any interest in the matter, must have started to calculate the number of years still to be enjoyed by her neighbour without making her dear daughter wait too long. 
 
    ‘Charlotte accepted Mr. Collins’ marriage proposal, is that not amusing?’ exclaimed the youngest of the family. ‘How can she imagine spending her life at the side of someone such as he?’ 
 
    ‘Please use a bit of constraint!’ Elizabeth interrupted, who, deep inside, was thinking the exact same. 
 
    She could not help but burst out laughing when imagining her cousin spouting off the same discourse to her neighbour that he had served her so recently. 
 
    ‘Do not be so quick to judge thy neighbour, Lydia,’ Mary reprimanded. ‘Mr. Collins has shown himself to be very gracious and attentive towards our family. It is unfortunate that he was unable to find that which he was in search of here… Perhaps he finally understood that resignation is never so perfect as when the blessing denied begins to lose somewhat of its value.’ 
 
    This time, Mary stared at Elizabeth, who suddenly stopped laughing and buried her nose in her book. This last sentence had been uttered in a tone tinged with bitterness, which did not escape the notice of the two eldest. Thus, Mary had truly appreciated having certain pages of Reverend Fordyce’s Sermons explained to her… Imagine that Lydia had ridiculed the pages by wishing to use them to curl her hair, just like the play by Sheridan! 
 
    ‘Mother might exhibit considerably good instinct when it comes to marriage, but in this case, she very much failed,’ Elizabeth whispered to Jane. 
 
    ‘It would be best to not say a word of it to her, Lizzy, unless we wish to prepare ourselves to relive this morning’s scene.’ 
 
    ‘Father has still not shown himself, he has locked himself into his library. If there were to be another maternal crisis, I fear we would not see him for an entire week… Let us therefore avoid the situation, you are right.’ 
 
    ‘With this wedding on the horizon and the consequences it might have, I believe that it will be difficult for Mother to pardon you, Lizzy,’ stated Kitty, lifting her gaze from a hat that she was adorning with a green ribbon. 
 
    ‘She’s right, you know, Lizzy,’ added Lydia. ‘And the colour of that ribbon doesn’t really suit you, Kitty. Why don’t we go to Meryton? We can find you some red ribbon and at the same time, we can escape our mother’s sombre mood. What do you think? And you, will you join us?’ 
 
    ‘That is out of the question, I am not in search of a frivolous activity such as this. Besides, I have to work on this sonata by Sterkel,’ Mary said, brandishing the sheet music that she had been holding since the start of this conversation. 
 
    In the end, Jane decided to stay in the drawing room, quietly finishing her embroidery. She also knew that in a few moments, Mrs. Bennet would request her tea, and the best strategy, in times of crisis, would still be to bring her tea and attempt, with great kindness, to console her in the face of the great misery she was confronting. Who better than kind Jane for an intervention as delicate as this? Knowing her mother to be in good hands, Elizabeth told herself that some fresh air would suit her perfectly. In any case, she was the last person her mother wished to see at that moment; she therefore decided to accompany her younger sisters. 
 
      
 
    The carriage turned onto the main road and barely slowed down when it met the three young women, who had just reached the village. Nevertheless, the young man at the reins took pains to lift his hand to his hat and enchant them with a brilliant smile. 
 
    ‘Did you recognise him, Lydia?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Kitty. Who could help but recognise charming Mr. Willoughby, who was at the Netherfield ball? For almost the entire evening he had eyes for none other than this Miss Crawford. Don’t you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and Miss Bingley did not appear to be particularly happy with this unexpected zeal.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really?’ Elizabeth interrupted the conversation between her two younger sisters. ‘Why would that have been bothersome to Caroline Bingley?’ 
 
    ‘Come, Lizzy, so much happened while you were dancing with the sombre and cold Mr. Darcy!’ exclaimed Lydia, laughing. ‘But there you have it. You were too absorbed, whereas we were able to observe the little details, which were the source of much amusement.’ 
 
    ‘What details?’ asked the older sister, who was finding it difficult to hide her curiosity. 
 
    ‘She wishes to say that Miss Bingley appeared to be furious to see some of her male guests hastening to the side of certain young ladies.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so Caroline Bingley did not particularly appreciate Mary Crawford, that’s what this is about,’ added Elizabeth, finding this notion rather entertaining. 
 
    ‘And you, too, Lizzy, were the subject of some indignant looks!’ 
 
    ‘What do you wish to say, Lydia?’ asked the young woman, surprised at these revelations regarding her person. 
 
    ‘You will know that Susan Long and Margaret White drew my attention to Mrs. Hurst, who pointed out the two of you, you and Mr. Darcy, to her sister.’ 
 
    ‘But I only danced once with Mr. Darcy… That was not, incidentally, the best moment of the evening.’ 
 
    ‘Of this, Miss Bingley is not aware. On the contrary, she knows that Mr. Darcy, who does not like to dance, asked you to do so, and he did so in full sight and knowledge of everyone present. If you had only seen her, her eyes shot daggers at you.’ 
 
    ‘However,’ interjected Kitty, ‘what this account does not disclose is whether these daggers were intended for you or the rich owner of Pemberley!’ 
 
    And the two youngest sisters burst into laughter in response to their sister’s somewhat bewildered look. 
 
    ‘Confess,’ Lydia said, teasingly, ‘that you did not expect revelations such as this, Lizzy!’ 
 
    ‘I also have something to divulge,’ interrupted Kitty. ‘I was dancing with Chamberlayne and I overheard some snippets of conversation between Mr. Darcy and you, with respect to George Wickham. It seems that he is not held in great esteem by Mr. Darcy, is he?’ 
 
    ‘You really are both very audacious! When will you learn discretion and restraint?’ Elizabeth retorted, somewhat discouraged by the behaviour of her two sisters. 
 
    She got no response, because three young men appeared on the street corner, causing an eruption of joy from Lydia and Kitty, who were still enchanted by the sight of military uniforms. Elizabeth sighed in response to their lack of reserve. However, she had to admit that the sight of one of them was not the least bit unpleasant. And so she walked towards them, a smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Denny was very entertaining, Carter most charming, and as for Wickham, he was all of the above and a little more, otherwise, he would not have been Wickham and several young women, it seems, would have been deeply disenchanted with him. Except that his smiles and kind eyes were clearly directed at Elizabeth. And so, it was learned that the upcoming marriage of Miss Lucas was no longer a secret to anyone. It was even known that the initial request had not been met with the desired result, so a different course simply had to be taken… to finally gather the promise of a happy union. And Elizabethsmiled at these words, which endeavoured to be candid in tone but which were no less opportunistic in their intent. But she could not have suspected this, particularly because it was a beautiful autumn afternoon, particularly as she enjoyed walking… and the company could not be more pleasant. 
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